Continuing "assimilation"? : A shifting identity for the Tiwi 1919 to the present by Morris, John
 CONTINUING “ASSIMILATION”?  A SHIFTING IDENTITY 
FOR THE TIWI 1919 TO THE PRESENT 
 
 
John Morris 
 
MA (Ballarat), GDA [Ab. Studies] (South Australia), BA [Soc. Sc.] (Curtin), 
BA (Queensland), Ass. Dip. Com. Work (Darwin Community College) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This thesis is submitted in total fulfilment of the requirements for the 
degree of PhD. 
 
 
 
 
School of Behavioural and Social Sciences and Humanities 
 
 
University of Ballarat 
 
PO Box 663 
 
University Drive, Mount Helen 
 
Ballarat, Victoria 3353 
 
Australia 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in March, 2003 
 
 
 
 
SUMMARY 
 
The Tiwi are the indigenous people of the Tiwi Islands, located off the Northern Territory 
mainland.  In 1919, as a unique and distinct people they appeared to be in a position to 
maintain their identity, to resist absorption into western culture and to avoid some of the 
serious social problems that came to affect some other Indigenous communities.   
 
While aspects of the Tiwi culture and lifestyle were gradually modified or abandoned 
through contact with outside societies between 1919 and 2000, other traits remained strong 
or were strengthened.  These included their relationship with the land, the local language, 
dancing and singing, and adoption customs.  Forms of visual art, some introduced, brought 
fame to the Tiwi.  
 
Government policies on Indigenous matters changed dramatically over the twentieth 
century.  The earlier ones, including assimilation programmes were discriminatory and 
restrictive.  Later approaches to Aboriginal and Islander welfare, including land rights, had 
significant consequences for the Islanders, some beneficial, others detrimental in nature.  
From the 1970s, the departure of resident missionaries and government officers from the 
islands led to an influx of private European employees.  The exposure to these people 
added to that which the Tiwi experienced as they travelled far beyond their islands.   
 
After 1972, the policies of self-determination and, then, self-management placed enormous 
strains on the Tiwi as they strove to meet the requirements of government, private 
enterprise and the wider society.  New forms of land and local government controls 
replaced the law of the elders.  A younger, western-educated generation now spoke on 
behalf of the people.    
 
Ultimately, under the influence of outside pressures, degrees of socio-cultural absorption 
occurred in the islands even though the official policy of assimilation had been abandoned.  
Fortunately, the strong identity of the Tiwi ensured a level of social cohesion capable of 
combating full assimilation into a wholly western lifestyle. 
 
 
 ii
 
 
 
WARNING 
 
The names of some Tiwi and mainland people who are now deceased are given in this 
thesis, either as historical characters or as informants.  While the Tiwi community has 
now modified its customary law on the use of the names of people who have passed 
away, offence may be taken by some members of that community.  The need to avoid 
such offence is understood and is acknowledged.  I apologise if any distress does occur.  
Similarly, I trust that photographs of deceased persons in this thesis will not cause distress 
in the community. 
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NOTE 
 
(1) Nomenclature:   
Nguiu is the traditional name for the site of the present community of that name on 
Bathurst Island.  From its inception as a Catholic Mission station it was known as 
Bathurst Island Mission, although it was sometimes called Weo, a corruption of Nguiu. 
 
Milikapiti is the name of the community on Snake Bay, Melville Island.  As a Native 
Affairs station and a government settlement it was, for many years, called Snake Bay, 
although Jack Gribble, its founder referred to it as Meal-e-gar-bid-dee, his rendition of 
Milikapiti.  This is said to actually be the name of the spring which supplied water to 
Gribble’s post. 
 
Pirlangimpi is the contemporary name for Garden Point community on Melville Island.  
The name Garden Point was given to the site by the British who set up the nearby Fort 
Dundas.  It was used as the name of the Native Affairs control base and the mission 
station there.  With the establishment of a Tiwi managed community at Garden Point, the 
name Pularumpi was adopted.  Later this was changed to Pirlangimpi. 
 
 
(2) Grammar: 
The word “government” is introduced with a small letter except where it is preceded by 
the adjectives Commonwealth, Federal or State. 
 
Following the choice offered in the Macquarie Dictionary and the system used by 
Professor C.D. Rowley in his works on Aboriginal Australia, a capital “S” is used for the 
term “State” in this thesis. 
 
 
(3) Location of Records: 
The records arising from field work in the Tiwi Islands are currently held by the author.  
These will provide material for further ethnohistorical and anthropological writings on the 
Tiwi community. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The relative isolation of the Tiwi Islanders compared with other indigenous Australians 
enabled their strong sense of identity to be an enduring one.  Even so, assimilation policies 
have challenged Tiwi social cohesion. 
 
The Tiwi Islands are located approximately 60 kilometres from Darwin, the capital of the 
Northern Territory of Australia. Their actual location is eleven degrees south of the 
Equator, with the Arafura Sea to their north and the Timor Sea to their west and south, 
while, to the east, the Clarence and Apsley Straits separate them from the Australian 
mainland.  The main islands in the Tiwi group are Bathurst and Melville, while the smaller 
islands are Buchanan (Yirripurlingayi), Harris (Pump-ee-o), Seagull (Purapundili), 
Karslake (Purumpunalli), Irritutu, Clift (Urangku), Turiturina, Matingalia and Nodlaw.1  
Although unoccupied, the nine smaller islands have cultural and economic relevance for 
the Islanders. While there is a collective Tiwi term for Bathurst and Melville Islands, 
Ratuati Irara (“two islands”), there is no individual indigenous name for either island.  
This is because the Islanders did not see themselves as belonging to both or either of the 
islands, but rather as owing allegiance to “countries” or territories which still make up the 
islands in a political sense.  Thus, historically, the Yeimpi (Yayimpi) band lived in 
Impinari (Yimpinari), the Munupula (Murnupula) resided in Munupi (Murnupi), and so on.  
At the same time, the Tiwi spoke a common language, shared a common culture and came 
together for ceremonies and, upon occasions, to oppose intruders.2  In their relative 
isolation they saw themselves as “the chosen people” or the only people in the whole 
world.  In fact, while Tiwi means “people”, it also said to mean “we, the only people”.3
 
Like the other indigenous groups across Australia, the Tiwi had no written language and 
had to depend on oral history, songs and ceremonial re-enactments to record their past.  
Tiwi tradition holds that their islands were created by Mudungkala (Murtankala), an 
elderly blind woman, in the Palingarri (Parlingarri), which translates as “the time long 
                                                 
1 Karslake is also called Wulurungku. 
  
2 Harney, W.E. and Elkin, A.P., “Melville and Bathurst Islanders: A Short Description”. In Oceania, Vol. 13, 
No. 3, 1943, p. 233: “The (Tiwi) language is peculiar”.  Words have both masculine and feminine endings.  
 
3  Hart, C.W.M.and Pilling, A.R., The Tiwi of North Australia, New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1960, 
p. 10.  Tiwi is the plural of  tini, meaning  “man” and tinga, meaning “woman”. 
ago” or “long ago (in the past)”.  The people themselves, the Tiwi believe, are the 
descendants of Mudungkala’s son Purrukuparli (Purukuparli) and her daughters 
Wurupurungala and Murupiyankala.   
 
In the non-mythical sense it is difficult to establish the origins of the Tiwi and of their 
culture, which in many ways is distinct from those of other Aboriginal and Islander groups 
in Australia.4  Basically, the people, whose customary economy was based on hunting and 
gathering, are of Australian Aboriginal stock.  The core unit of Tiwi society is the 
household, a number of these households forming a band or local land owning unit.  In pre-
contact times, each band was aligned to a specific territory or “country”, about ten of these 
“countries” being spread across the islands.5   
 
Traditionally, membership of a Tiwi territorial band differed from that among mainland 
groups in that the strength of a patrilineal dominated household was greater than the ties to 
a band.6  Every Tiwi was compelled to live in a household that operated under a system in 
which all women were expected to marry, whether they were fertile young women or 
widows.   The presence of a large number of women in a household, especially wives, was 
imperative to the family leader being considered “a big man”.  In a situation where food 
resources were usually plentiful, members of the various households camped and collected 
food in their respective “countries”, duties being guided by a sexual division of labour.  
This limited movement was disrupted periodically, at least for the men, by travels to 
funerals, ceremonies, fights, seasonal grass burnings, feasts and meetings about marriage 
arrangements.7  At all times, every Tiwi was bound by membership of a kinship system 
which required recognition of a proscribed avoidance behaviour in respect of certain 
relatives.  
                                                 
4  West, M.K.C., Art for Money’s Sake: The Art and Craft Enterprises on Bathurst Island, MA thesis, 
Australian National University (henceforth ANU), December 1988, p. 6; Hart, C.W.M., Pilling, A.R., and 
Goodale, J.C., The Tiwi of North Australia, (3rd Ed.), Fort Worth: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1988, p. 12; 
Berndt, R.M. and C.H., The World of the First Australians, (1964), Canberra: Australian Studies Press 
(henceforth ASP), 1996, p.440; Lindsay, H.A., “The First Australians”. In Clow, Archie and Nan (Eds.), 
Science News 43, Harmondsworth: Penguin, February 1957, p. 5; Earl, G.S.W., The Native Tribes of the 
Indian Archipelago: Papuans, London: Hippolyte Balliere, 1853, p. 189. 
 
5 As will be shown later in this chapter, the number of these “countries” has varied from time to time. 
 
6 Hart, Pilling and Goodale, op. cit., pp. 36-37. 
 
7 Ibid, pp. 37-51.  Hart points out (p. 49) that women and children could move only with the permission of the 
male head of the family. 
 
 Physical differences exist between the Tiwi and other indigenous Australian peoples.  The 
Tiwi are considered to be the darkest and sturdiest of all indigenous Australians, and their 
eyes are the lightest.8  The natural clipped beards traditionally worn by the men, the false 
beards worn in ceremony, the headdresses, the body scarring and the facial art are unique 
to the islands.9  While the Islanders do not possess artifacts used on the mainland, they 
developed others that are peculiar to their own culture.10  Due to their insularity, there was 
no trading system or economic structure such as that practised by the Yolngu of Eastern 
Arnhem Land or the other systems found across Australia.11  The distinctiveness of the 
Tiwi is most evident in their art, ritual and language.12  Arguments that the cultural 
differences may have been developed as a result of up to 10,000 years’ isolation and/or 
links with New Guinea and the Indonesian Archipelago are speculative.13  
 
Macassan sea voyagers from the Indonesian Archipelago occasionally landed in the 
islands, possibly from about 1700 AD.14  Documented accounts of visits to the islands by 
                                                 
8 Thorne, Alan, Man on the Rim, ABC TV, 8/6/1989; Berndt and Berndt, op. cit, p. 12; Howells, W.W., and 
Warner, W.L., Anthropometry of the Natives of Arnhem land and the Australian Race Problem, Papers of the 
Peabody Museum of American Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Vol. 16, No. 1, Cambridge, 
Massachusetts; Peabody Museum, 1937, pp. 15-19.  
 
9 Berndt and Berndt, op. cit , p. 12; Gsell, F.X.,  My 50 Years of Mission Life, unpublished MS., undated 
(henceforth unpublished MS), p. 125; Spencer, W.B., “An Introduction to the Study of Certain Native Tribes 
of the Northern Territory”, Bulletin of the Northern Territory 2, April 1912, p. 54. 
 
10  Hart, Pilling and Goodale, op. cit., pp.12,130-131: The distinction the Tiwi feel between their culture and 
that of the mainland language groups was expressed when, in 1977, they preferred to establish their own Land 
Council rather than to be part of the Northern Land Council. 
 
11 Thomson, Donald F., Economic Structure and The Ceremonial Exchange Cycle in Arnhem Land, 
Melbourne: Macmillan, 1949, speaks of the Daly River and Trobriand Island exchange systems, in addition to 
that of Eastern Arnhem Land. 
 
12 West, op. cit., p. 7; Hoff, Jennifer, Tiwi Graveposts, Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria, 1988, p. 4; 
Lee, Jennifer, Tiwi Today, A Study of Language Change in a Contact Situation, Pacific Linguistics Series C - 
No. 96, Canberra: Department of Linguistics, Research School of Pacific Studies, Australian National 
University, 1987, p. 3; Spencer, op. cit., p. 49; Harris, J.A.W., Northern Territory Pidgin’s (sic) and the 
Origin of Kriol, Pacific Linguistic Series C - No. 89, Canberra: Department of Linguistics,  Research School 
of Pacific Studies, Australian National University, 1986, p. 103. 
 
13 Petersen, Nicolas and Taylor, John, “Demographic transition in a hunter-gatherer population: the Tiwi case, 
1929-1996”. In Australian Aboriginal Studies, 1998/No. 1, pp. 20 and 25, note 1.  See also, Spencer, W.B., 
“Preliminary Report on the Aboriginals of the Northern Territory”. In Report of the Administrator of the 
Northern Territory for the Year 1912, (1913) p. 49; Earl, G.S.W., Enterprise, Discoveries and Adventures in 
Australia, London: Madden and Malcolm, n.d. (1856), p. 8. 
 
14 Macknight, C.C., Macassans and Aborigines in the Northern Territory, unpublished preliminary version of 
section of PhD thesis, Australian National University, 1968, p. 97. 
outside peoples began in 1636 when Dutch vessels under Pieter Pieterszoon (or Pietesz) 
explored the northern coastline of Melville Island.  No contact occurred between the Tiwi 
and the seamen from these Dutch vessels or that of Abel Janszoon Tasman when he sailed 
along the northern coasts of the islands in 1644. 
 
The situation changed in 1705 when an expedition under Maarten van Delft spent several 
months exploring the northern coastlines of Melville and Bathurst Islands.  In spite of 
efforts at gift exchange, the Dutch were attacked twice by the Tiwi.15  The only effect the 
Dutch had on the Islanders appeared to be a desire for iron tools, but such a desire could 
well have begun with earlier intermittent contact with Macassan trepangers.  
 
A Chinese trader from Timor possibly visited the Tiwi Islands in 1751.16  There were also 
unsubstantiated reports that Melville Island was a source of slaves until about 1800.17  
French explorer Nicolas Baudin named several features of coastal Bathurst Island in 1803.  
His visit was followed by a more in-depth survey of the islands by Australian born 
navigator Phillip Parker King in 1818.18  This visit brought conflict and stimulated Tiwi 
interest in the axes of the Europeans.  King’s survey was the forerunner to a new type of 
inter-cultural contact in the islands, the replacement of these intermittent visits by a more 
permanent foreign presence.  
 
The first of these permanent European presences occurred in 1824, when the British 
government established the military and embryo trading station of Fort Dundas on Melville 
Island in late September of that year.19  The population of the settlement, numbering over 
                                                 
 
15 Hills, C., “The Voyage of Martin van Delft – An Account of Early Exploration by Sea of the Northern 
Territory”. In The Territorian, Darwin, April 1967, p. 18.  Schilder, G., Australia Unveiled, Amsterdam: 
Theatrum Orbis Tarrarum Ltd., 1976; Major, R.H., Early Voyages to Terra Australia, now called Australia, 
Adelaide: Australian Heritage Press, 1963; and Heeres, J.E., The Part Borne by the Dutch in the Discovery of 
Australia, 1606-1765, London: Luzac and Co., 1899, all refer to visits to the Tiwi Islands by Dutch explorers.   
 
16 Earl (1853), op. cit., p. 210. 
 
17 Forrest, P., The Tiwi Meet the Dutch: The First European Contacts, Darwin: Tiwi Land Council, 1995, p. 
18. 
18 King, P.P., Narrative of a Survey of the Intertropical and West Coasts of Australia Performed Between the 
Years 1818 to 1822, (2 Vols.), London: Murray, 1827, pp. 98-123; Pilling, A.R., Law and Feud in an 
Aboriginal Society of North Australia, PhD dissertation, University of California, 1957, p. 302-303. 
 
19 Historical Records of Australia, Series 1, Vol. 2, 1917, pp. 227-229, Earl Bathurst to Governor Brisbane, 
17/2/1824. 
100 Europeans and non-Europeans, was much bigger in number than any outsiders 
encountered by the Tiwi in the past.  In addition to a garden, many buildings were 
constructed, including huts, a store, hospital, sawmill, stockyards, and a sturdy stockade.  
The appropriation of various resources by the British, such as land, timber, water, and land 
and marine foods, led to persistent attacks by the Tiwi.20  By 1827 a campaign of 
destruction commenced, in which pigs were speared, fences demolished, hay-stacks burnt 
and even washing stolen.  Among others, the settlement’s doctor and commissariat officer 
were killed.  Brevet Major John Campbell, then in charge of the fort, failed to avenge the 
killings and to bring peace to the islands.  While casualties on each side remained at a 
minimum, the atmosphere continued to be one of suspicion, mistrust and enmity until 
March 1829 when the last of the garrison was transferred to Fort Wellington on the 
northern mainland of New Holland (now the Northern Territory). 
Throughout the nineteenth century the Tiwi gradually became familiar with Macassan 
trepangers.21  Oral history recounts only peaceful meetings between the Tiwi and the 
Macassans, the trepangers offering the Tiwi coconuts, krisses (short swords), rice, 
sugarcane, tobacco and lap-lap material in exchange for yams or for assisting the seafarers 
to locate trepang.  Reports from Customs Officer E.O. Robinson indicate that this inter-
cultural contact was not always peaceful.  The crews of four praus shipwrecked in 1882 
and 1887 were attacked by the Tiwi, several Macassans being killed or wounded.22  
 
Islander memory of contact with their nearest neighbours, the mainland Larrakia and 
Woolna tribal groups, goes back only to approximately the middle of the nineteenth 
century.  This contact was violent, with at least several clashes and the theft of women.  At 
the same time, the number of European and Australasian vessels in Tiwi waters increased.  
From the mid 1870s various exploration parties and casual visitors landed on the islands.  
When contact did take place it was invariably accompanied by conflict initiated by the 
Islanders.  
                                                 
 
20 Roe, J.S., Letter, J.S. Roe to James Roe, H.M. Ship Tamar - at Sea - Lat 16°S long 113°E,  
29 November 1824, pp. 5-6. 
21 See Morris, John, The Tiwi: From Isolation to Cultural Change, Darwin: Northern Territory University 
Press, 2001 (hereafter Morrris [2001]), Chapter 4, for details of Tiwi oral stories about the Macassans.  
 
22 Office of the Minister for Education (and the Northern Territory), South Australia, No. 346, 1882, E.O. 
Robinson to Government Resident of the Northern Territory, 12/2/1882 and 30/3/1882; South Australian 
Parliamentary Papers. 1887. Appendices, Half-Yearly Report on the Northern Territory to 31/12/ 1886,   
p. 11. 
 
 By 1895 the isolation of the Tiwi was approaching its final years.  In that year E.O. 
Robinson, who had gained a lease over Melville Island, landed a buffalo-shooting party 
there under the charge of Robert Joel (Joe) Cooper.  At the same time pearling operations 
commenced around the islands, while a Chinese seafarer from Darwin began trepanging on 
the north coast of Melville Island, both industries ultimately employing Tiwi labour.23
 
Robinson settled Cooper and J. (Barney) Flynn, together with a small band of mainland  
Iwaidja tribesmen on Melville Island in April 1895.24  The Iwaidja had access to firearms, 
using this power to gain Tiwi women and, on several occasions, to upset the balance of 
power in traditional band raids of the Tiwi.  Over the following year, about six Tiwi men 
and women died in disputes over Tiwi women.25
 
By 1914, Joe Cooper faced several problems, including confrontation with  timber-getters 
who had also moved onto the island.  In response to the allegations of one timber-getter, an 
inquiry was conducted into the killings by the Iwaidja, the treatment of mainland 
Aboriginal “incorrigibles” transported to Cooper’s camp by the Chief Protector of 
Aborigines, and the health of indigenous people on Melville Island.26  The Northern 
Territory Administration decided that the Iwaidja had to leave Melville Island.   They left 
for the mainland in December 1915.  With them, in their canoes, went some of the Tiwi 
consorts and the children of some of the Iwaidja.27  Cooper and his family departed for the 
mainland early in 1916. Cooper’s presence was an introduction to the Australian culture 
and society.  There was, however, another person who was to have a greater impression 
and a more lasting impact on the Tiwi. 
 
                                                 
23 Pilling, op. cit., p. 42; Foelsche, Paul, “Notes on the Aborigines of North Australia”. In Transactions of the 
Royal Society of South Australia, Vol. v, 1882, p. 17; Interviews with Tiwi elders, 1964. 
24 For a wider coverage of Cooper’s relationship with the Tiwi see Morris, John, “Memories of the buffalo 
shooters: Joe Cooper and the Tiwi, 1895-1936”. In Aboriginal History, Vol. 24, 2000, pp. 141-151. 
 
25 Ibid.  
 
26 NAA: A3/1, NT16/245, “R.J. Cooper – of Melville Island. Charges made against”, W.G. Stretton , 
“Melville Island Inquiry”, 28/6/1915, pp. 1-7; NAA: A3/1, NT16/245 - NT003220/1915, Holmes to 
Administrator, 27/5/19156, p.1.       
 
27 NAA: A3/1, NT16/245 - NT005954/1915, Administrator to Secretary, External Affairs, 21/12/1915 and  
NT000245/1916, Administrator to Secretary, External Affairs, 30/12/1915.  
 
Father Francis Xavier Gsell, a French missionary, was granted a lease over a small area of 
Bathurst Island on 29 September 1910.28  With the assistance of four Filipino men, he 
commenced his missionary work at Nguiu on 1 June 1911.  To ensure the isolation of the 
mission’s operations, Gsell saw a need for the whole of Bathurst Island to be declared an 
Aboriginal reserve, which occurred on 18 January 1913.29  This enabled many of the Tiwi 
of Bathurst Island to continue to move unhindered within their respective local “countries” 
or territories across the island.  At the same time, the presence of the missionaries and 
possibly that of Cooper contributed to several changes to the Islanders’ customary 
culture.30  In the first instance, the last inter-band sneak attack in the islands occurred in or 
about 1912.  Fights between totemic groups and territorial bands now took place only on a 
basis arranged by the combatants.31
 
The second variation also related to the adaptation of the Tiwi to their changing 
circumstances.  In the pre-contact period, Tiwi society was structured on the twin systems 
of matrilineal totemic descent and, as has been discussed, patrilineal-based membership of 
a band according to one’s “country” or territory in the islands.  The bands were, however, 
the principal units of that organisation, with strong allegiance to one’s respective “country” 
and people comprising that territory’s group or band.32  In pre-sedentary times, 
membership of a band was not always rigid.  Occasionally, for family or some personal 
reason, a man would affiliate himself with a band other than that he was born into.33    
There have been changes in the number of “countries” recognised by the Tiwi, as the 
expansion and amalgamation of bands and their territories occurred.34    
 
In times of feuds, totemic or “skin” clans could assist one or another of the bands involved 
in the fighting.  As Hart, Pilling and Goodale have pointed out, the social organisation of 
                                                 
28 NAA: A1640, 1910/570, “Bathurst Island to be reserved for Aboriginal purposes”, Minister for the 
Northern Territory to Government Resident, 29/9/1910. 
29 Commonwealth of Australia Gazette (hereafter CAG), No. 3, 18/1/1913.  The lease covered “10,000 acres 
or thereabouts”.  
 
30 For more detail on the Tiwi lifestyle in the early years of contact with outside culture see Morris (2001), 
op.cit. 
 
31 Pilling, op. cit., pp. 194, 254 -256. 
 
32 Hart and Pilling, op. cit., pp. 15-16. 
 
33 Ibid, p. 36. 
 
34 Tiwi Land Council Tenth Annual Report 1988/89, Darwin, 1989, p. 7. 
the Tiwi became more fluid in the post-contact period.  From about the 1930s, as many of 
the Tiwi settled more or less permanently near the mission station on Bathurst Island and 
later at the government stations on Melville Island, the various “countries” were gradually 
drained of their populations.  To some extent, the authority of the bands slowly diminished.  
The totemic clans became the primary social organisation among the Islanders, although 
membership of the bands was still recognised.35  At least around the mission, fighting was 
an inter-clan affair.  Thus to a large degree, the Tiwi changed from a patrilineal to a 
matrilineal society. 
 
Several other important modifications to Tiwi custom occurred as a direct result of mission 
innovations.  Gsell responded to a request from the Northern Territory Administration for 
missions to take care of and educate part-Aboriginal children.  A small number of children 
were brought from the mainland to form the nucleus of a school at Nguiu.  In about 1913, 
after consultation with the Tiwi and some arguments between the Islanders themselves, the 
first Tiwi boys joined the boarding school.36
 
Schooling for girls appears to have followed the unwitting purchase of the first of a number 
of girls by Gsell to allow them to escape their arranged marriages with older men.  This 
occurred about 1915.  When they were of marriageable age in Tiwi terms, about 15 to 17 
years, the girls formed unions with young men more of their own age.  The establishment 
of the schools was to lead, in the future, to the demise of the initiation practices of both 
boys and girls. 
 
With Cooper’s departure early in 1916, apart from several timber-getting camps on 
Melville Island, the mission became the only point of assistance and local employment in 
the islands.  Tiwi who came into the station could seek employment in return for food, 
clothing and other items they desired. 
 
The South Australian and Commonwealth Governments had never given any consideration 
to the question of indigenous land tenure in the Tiwi Islands when they had granted leases 
over the islands.  Despite the fact that the missionaries and government officials actually 
                                                 
35 Ibid, pp. 120-121. 
 
36 See Morris (2001), op. cit., Chapter 6, for greater details about Gsell’s early years at Nguiu. 
dominated the lives of the Tiwi to some extent, at all times the Tiwi saw themselves as the 
dominant people in their islands. 
 
The permanent movement of Tiwi people from the bush to the mission was a very gradual 
affair.  Those who did settle on the station for any time were not forced to wear European 
clothing and they continued their customary cultural and, to a very large extent, their 
economic practices.  By the end of 1918, although thirty-one people had been baptised, 
none were voluntary adult conversions.  They were either mainland children of mixed 
descent, people who were christened when in danger of death, or infants whose parents 
requested their being baptised.37
 
As 1919 came around, then, the Tiwi still occupied their own “country” which they still 
fervently saw as their own.  They had not suffered massacres and unnecessary 
imprisonment, as Aborigines in other parts of Australia were experiencing.38  Nor had they 
been inflicted with outside diseases. Conflict with outside forces was a thing of the past, 
and the traditional culture still dominated local society to a very large extent.  Use of the 
Tiwi language had not been usurped, customary religious practices remained intact, and, 
apart from the actions of a small number of women who had accepted Iwaidja spouses, the 
traditional system of marriage had only been modified by the uniting of one or two couples 
through mutual agreement rather than customary arrangement.  Overall, the Islanders, as 
always, saw themselves as THE people, distinct from other cultures, and taking only what 
they wanted from the wider world. 
 
Given the superior attitude and the circumstances of the Tiwi in 
1918, it could be expected that, of all the Aboriginal groups in 
Australia, they had the most scope to move forward to a 
successful future on their own terms. 
 
                                                 
37 Nguiu Church Baptismal Register. 
 
38 Massacres of Aborigines occurred in remote areas until 1928.  Thomson, Donald, Thomson in Arnhem 
Land, South Yarra: Currey O’Neil Ross, 1983, p. 5, gives an example of a superintendent who had Aborigines 
from a Queensland mission removed to Palm Island as late as 1932. 
Aim of Thesis 
Considering the unique circumstances of the Tiwi as discussed above in the history of their 
minimal contacts with other cultures, their uninterrupted link with the land, the fact that in 
their view the islands remained theirs by right, the continuous use of their language, and 
their strong sense of identity, the hypotheses can be made that up to 1918 the Tiwi were 
well placed to 
1. maintain their identity; 
2. resist absorption into the dominant mainstream western culture; and  
3. avoid some of the extreme social problems suffered by Aboriginal groups in other parts 
of Australia. 
 
The aim of this thesis, therefore, is to present an ethnohistory of the Tiwi from 1919 to the 
end of the twentieth century, assessing the evidence of the maintenance of strong identity 
and cultural traditions; of continuing assimilation and absorption into western habits and 
ideals; and of serious social problems arising from expanding contact with the non-Tiwi 
world.  The term “assimilation” is used in two senses in this thesis and these interchange.  
The more obvious concept is the policy of assimilation pursued by governments until the 
late 1960s.  The other is the process through which Indigenous groups have made choices 
and cultural adaptations as a result of contact with other cultures, especially that of western 
society in Australia.  It also refers to the consequences of Aborigines and Islanders being 
subjected to outside forces wherein they have had little choice but to accept change 
imposed on them by those forces. 
 
Ultimately, it is argued that in spite of a continuing strength of identity, inalienable land 
tenure and the maintenance/adaptation of core cultural customs, assimilation continued and 
continues among the Tiwi well after that policy was officially discontinued by the 
Commonwealth Government.  It is also argued that, despite self-determination, due to 
requirements to comply with government regulations and the effects of outside influences, 
the Tiwi face social problems into the twenty-first century.  The circumstances in which 
the Tiwi are maintaining social cohesion as they move further towards a western lifestyle 
and whether the maintenance of the land is a buffer against social dislocation are also 
explored, as are the efforts being made by the Islanders to combat these problems.   
 
The question of whether the former government policy of 
assimilation is still affecting the Tiwi or whether the community 
has been, and still is, subjected to other forces that have led to 
modification of their customary lifestyle is therefore a 
significant aspect of this ethnohistory.   
 
Given the weight placed on the return of land to Indigenous 
communities and the maintenance of surviving languages as 
relevant to the improvement of the conditions of Aborigines and 
Islanders, the findings from this history have important policy 
ramifications.  For instance, are land rights a necessary but 
insufficient feature for the survival of Indigenous communities?  
Again, keeping in mind that a major position of Aboriginal 
development agencies today is that of funding self-management 
programmes, what has been the role and what have been the 
practical implications of State, Territory and Federal policies on 
Aboriginal and Islander communities?  It is acknowledged that 
the effect of policies on detribalised people has, in many 
respects, been different to those concerning remote groups.  
Nevertheless, given that in a broad sense the aims of 
governments in this area have been similar across Australia, the 
exploration of how policies and practices have impacted on the 
Tiwi since 1919 will, to a large extent, reflect the situation in 
other remote communities.    
 
At the same time, the thesis will indicate that due to their isolation and their resistance to 
economic projects that would be environmentally damaging to their islands, the Tiwi have 
avoided severe social problems suffered by some mainland groups as a result of mining 
and the direct proximity of European communities. 
The remainder of the Introduction surveys current historical debates 
generally on Aboriginal Australia and particularly about the Tiwi.  Issues covered 
include land rights, community control, politics and identity, pan-Aboriginalisation, 
ethnohistory and ethics in producing ethnohistory, and the methodology used in 
cross-cultural research.   
 
Historical Studies in Aboriginal Australia 
Before the 1960s, with very few exceptions, the only sources of Aboriginal and Islander 
history were anthropological studies, occasional histories of mission stations, and reports 
from the various State and Territory Native Affairs agencies.39   Unfortunately, in writing 
about Aborigines encountered by missionaries, given the circumstances of the time, 
authors of mission histories could, with rare exceptions, be ethnocentric.40  Again, reports 
by the Aboriginal agencies could be slanted to support the policies of the relative 
governments.   
 
Due to cultural circumstances wherein Aborigines and Islanders did not traditionally have 
written languages, they made no written documentation of their experiences during the 
inter-cultural contact period and even in the post-contact phase until the 1970s.  Again, 
apart from their work in the pearling and cattle industries, Aborigines were not seen to 
have made a recognisable contribution to Australia’s development.41  Nor were they seen 
to have played a role in Australia’s history, despite their having guided and assisted 
                                                 
39  Non-Aboriginal material on Indigenous history was, of course, available in government archives.  
 
40  Love, J.R.B., Stone-Age Bushmen of To-day, London: Blackie & Son, 1936, is an example of an 
understanding observation of Aboriginal residents on a mission station.  Compare this with “Extracts from 
Mr. Thomas’ Report for the Year 1911”. In The Aborigine, Church Missionary Society, No. 10, May 1912, 
pp. 41-43.  O.C. Thomas’ view of the Aborigines on Roper River Mission is somewhat ethnocentric. 
 
41 Kelly, J.H., Struggle for the North, Sydney: Australasian Book Society, 1966, looks at the situation of 
Indigenous station workers, while Rose, Deborah Bird, Hidden Histories, Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press 
(henceforth  ASP), 1991, recounts the oral histories of Aboriginal stockmen.  Ganter, Regina, The Pearl-
Shellers of Torres Strait, Melbourne: Melbourne University Press (henceforth MUP), 1994, explores the 
involvement of Aborigines and Islanders in the pearling industry in the Torres Strait.  Gribble, Rev. J.B., Dark 
Deeds in a Sunny Land, (1905), Nedlands: University of Western Australia Press, 1987, reveals the 
powerlessness of Indigenous employees in the pastoral and pearling industries of Western Australia in the late 
nineteenth century. 
explorers, offered resistance to European settlers on the expanding frontier, and taken an 
active part in  
 
Australia’s overseas wars beginning with the Boer War.42  Such was the perceived view of 
the place of indigenous people in the country’s development that Manning Clark’s early 
reference to them in volume one of his history of Australia was very brief and inaccurate.43  
 
In a situation that was not to change until the late 1960s, historians concentrated almost 
exclusively on the mainstream history of Australia, viewing it as a continuation or 
extension of European history.  With the early destruction of traditional indigenous society 
in the south-east and south-west of the continent, to a large extent Aboriginal history there 
became “inseparable from that of the predominant whites.”44  This failure to recognise that 
Aboriginal groups had their own post-frontier history in those regions, extends to the 
failure, until comparatively recently, of historians to write the saga of the violence that 
waged across frontier Australia from 1790 until 1933.  Apart from brief references to the 
frontier experience by a few early historians such as Jose, among the few full studies are 
Bonwick’s and Turnbull’s histories of the Tasmanian Black War, published in 1884 and 
1948 respectively.45
 
Furthermore, although frontier conflict occurred until the early 1930s, relatively little was 
known about the identification of Aboriginal and Islander language groups in total until the 
publication of Tindale’s study of indigenous tribes in 1940.46   Consequently, unlike the 
situation in other English-speaking countries, the use of correct tribal names in the 
                                                 
42 For Aboriginal members of exploration parties see McEwan, Marcia, Great Australian Explorers, Sydney: 
Bay Books, revised edition, n.d.  Huggonson, David, “The Black Trackers of Bloemfontein’. In Land Rights 
News, February 1990, p. 20: At Lord Kitchener’s request, four trackers were sent to Bloemfontein in 1902. 
 
43 Clark, C.M.H., A History of Australia, Melbourne: MUP, 1962, Vol. 1, p. 4.  In later volumes, Clark paid 
much more attention to Aboriginal history. 
 
44 Reece, R.H.W., “The Aborigines in Australian Historiography”. In John A. Moses (Ed.), Historical 
Disciplines and Culture in Australia, St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1979, p. 270. 
 
45 Jose, Arthur W., History of Australasia, Sydney: Angus and Robertson (henceforth AR), 1909; Bonwick, 
James, The Lost Tasmanian Race, London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, and Rivington, 1884; Turnbull, 
Clive, Black War. The Extermination of the Tasmanian Aborigines, Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 1948. 
 
46 Tindale, N. B., “Results of the Harvard-Adelaide Universities Anthropological Expedition, 1938-1939.  
Distribution of Australian Aboriginal Tribes: A Field Survey”. In Transactions of the Royal Society of South 
Australia, Vol. 64, Part 1, 26 April 1940, pp. 140-231 plus map. 
reporting of, or occasional comments on, the frontier wars in Australia was virtually non-
existent, even in the early decades of the twentieth century.  Again, the actual names of few 
Aboriginal and Islander leaders or others prominent in the inter-cultural violence are 
recorded in non-indigenous documentation on settler-Aboriginal clashes.  This stands in 
direct contrast with histories of frontier warfare in North America and New Zealand.  The 
writings of Frank Clune in the 1930s and 1940s offered snippets of information on 
Aboriginal history but his writing is somewhat ethnocentric in style.  From the 1930s also, 
Ion Idriess wrote popular histories of Aboriginal-European conflict in northern Australia 
that occurred between the 1890s and 1930s.  Unfortunately, his language demonstrates 
cultural contempt, while his information is romanticised and is often inaccurate.   
 
As Peter Corris points out, the study of literature on Aborigines from 1606 to 1929, by 
archaeologist John Mulvaney, demonstrates the role of observation and research in 
establishing an understanding of indigenous society of Australia.47  From the earliest times 
of observation until about the mid-1950s, Aborigines were seen as part of the landscape, 
part of Australia’s natural history. Carl Lumholtz’ Among Cannibals, H.H. Finlayson’s The 
Red Centre and C.P. Mountford’s Brown Men and Red Sand indicate such a tendency.48  
That tendency can be seen, too, in the awarding of the Australian Natural History 
Medallion to S.R. Mitchell for his 1949 study Stone-Age Craftsmen.49  Simultaneously, 
early anthropological writings, from the nineteenth century to Elkin in some respects, 
portrayed Aborigines as primitive or stone-age people. 
 
Later, the work of the anthropologists Stanner, Thomson and the Berndts contributed to the 
history of indigenous people around the Daly River and in Arnhem Land and Cape York.  
Stanner’s “Durmugan, a Nangiomeri” crowned his writings on the tribal groupings of the 
Daly River - Port Keats region.50  Yet Robert Reece could write as late as 1979 that such 
                                                 
47 Corris, Peter,  “Ethnohistory in Australia”. In Ethnohistory, Vol. 16, No. 3, 1969, pp. 201-202; Mulvaney, 
D.J., The Australian Aborigines, 1606-1929: opinion and fieldwork”. In J.J. Eastwood and F.B. Smith 
(Compilers), Historical Studies: Australia and New Zealand: selected articles, Parkville: Melbourne 
University Press, 1964, pp. 1-56. 
 
48 Lumholtz, Carl, Among Cannibals, (1889), Canberra: Australian National University Press (henceforth 
ANUP), 1980; Finlayson, H.H., The Red Centre: Man and Beast in the Heart of Australia, Sydney: AR, 1945; 
Mountford, Charles P., Brown Men and Red Sand, (1948), Melbourne: Sun Books, 1967.  
 
49 Mitchell. S.R., Stone-Age Craftsmen, Melbourne: Tait Book Co., 1949. 
50 Stanner, W.E.H., “Durmugan, a Nangiomeri”. In J.B. Casagrande (Ed.), In the Company of Men, New 
York: Harper and Brothers, 1960, pp. 63-100. 
was the ignoring of the indigenous past by historians that until recent years Aborigines 
were but a footnote to Australian history.51  It is a reflection of the separatism and division 
between mainstream society and the minority indigenous community. 
 
One area that has been neglected until very recent years is northern Australia, where, as 
Reece points out, tribal people survived.  Examples of writings on the north vary in 
standard and attitude.  Peter Pinney and Estelle Runcie’s story of Frank Jardine and the 
Aborigines and Islanders around Cape York, while of historical importance, has been 
written in the form of a novel, despite the obvious research and the extensive endnotes.52  
The stance taken by the authors is one of “Us and Them”.  The story is told from the 
European settlers’ point of view, without any attempt to explore and explain the reasons 
behind the inter-cultural violence around the outpost of Somerset.  Almost twenty years 
later, historian Howard Pedersen took the opposite approach.  His Jandamarra and the 
Bunuba Resistance is located on the other side of northern Australia.53  This work on one 
era in the frontier wars in the Kimberleys establishes the conflict from the Aboriginal side 
of the story.  Pedersen’s interpretation of the relevant primary sources differs dramatically 
to that of Idriess. The reaction of the colonials to the uprising and the brutality used in 
crushing it is clearly exposed.  Moreover, Pedersen took the ethical decision to list his 
Bunuba informant as co-author.   From an ethnohistorical aspect, little study has been 
conducted into the Indigenous peoples of the north.   
 
 
 
Studies of the Tiwi 
Studies of the Tiwi have argued previously that the Islanders retained strong allegiances to 
their customary beliefs and practices despite gradual inroads into their cosmos by outside 
cultural forces.  From an anthropological perspective, they had been briefly observed by 
Herman Klaatsch and Herbert Basedow in 1906 and 1913 respectively.54  A more in depth 
                                                 
 
51 Reece, op. cit., p. 253. 
 
52 Pinney, Peter and Runcil, Estelle, Too Many Spears, Sydney: AR, 1978. 
 
53 Pedersen and Woorunmurra, op. cit. 
54 Klaatsch, H., “Some Notes on Scientific Travel Amongst the Black Population of Tropical Australia in 
1904-05-06”. In Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science, Adelaide, Report, X1, (1907), pp. 
study was conducted by Baldwin Spencer in 1911-1912. 55  Whereas this earlier research 
related to the Islanders’ material and ceremonial culture, when C.W.M. Hart studied the 
Tiwi in 1928-1929 his interest lay in the social structure and functions of the island 
community and did not generalise their experience to all Aborigines.56  Investigation of the 
social-political structure of the Tiwi in an historical context was conducted by Arnold R. 
Pilling in the early 1950s.57  The role of Tiwi women was not explored until Jane C. 
Goodale made periodic visits to the islands beginning in 1954.58
 
The writings of Spencer and Hart do not demonstrate a close allegiance to the primitivism 
persistent in some anthropological ideals, offering instead a feeling of deep respect for the 
ceremonial and artistic culture of the Tiwi in the one instance, and their social relationships 
and organisations in the other. 59   Comments by Hart in 1988 appear to be an early, if not 
the earliest, break from Gillian Cowlishaw’s claim that the narrow focus on tribalised 
people permitted anthropology “to collaborate in the erasure of colonial relations from 
critical scrutiny.”60   
 
Even then, his criticism of the missionaries’ intrusion into the traditional culture of the 
Tiwi is very mild.61  Apart from some points of criticism about the mission in one or two 
library-based theses, the main vehicle of scrutiny of the colonial relations affecting the 
Tiwi community, that is government and mission relations with the Islanders, has been 
                                                                                                                                                     
584 - 591; Basedow, H., “Notes on the Natives of Bathurst Island, North Australia”.  In Journal of the Royal 
Anthropology Institute of Great Britain and Island, Vol. 43, 1913, pp. 291-323. 
 
55  Spencer, W.B., (1) Native Tribes of the Northern Territory of Australia, London: Macmillan and Co., 
1914; (2) Wanderings in Wild Australia, London: Macmillan, 1928, Vol. 2, pp. 641-713 and 910-914.  
 
56 Hart and Pilling (1960), op. cit.  Hart did not assimilate the Tiwi into the wider culture as Mountford did 
when he referred to the Pitjantjatjara as “our Aborigines.”  See Beckett, op. cit., p. 206. 
 
57 Pilling, op. cit. 
 
58 Goodale, Jane C., Tiwi Wives, Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1974. 
 
59  In some minds the ideal of primitivism still lingered in the early decades of the twentieth century.  
Delbridge, A., et al (Eds.), Macquarie Dictionary, Sydney: The Macquarie Library Pty. Ltd., 1991,  
p. 1402, defines primitivism  as “a recurrent theory or belief, as in philosophy, art, etc., that the qualities of 
primitive or chronologically early cultures are superior to those of contemporary society.” 
60 Cowlishaw, Gillian, “Studying Aborigines: Changing Canons in Anthropology and History”.  In Bain 
Attwood and J. Arnold (Eds.), Power, Knowledge and Aborigines.  Journal of Australian Studies, Special 
Issue, No. 35, 1992, p. 20; Hart, Pilling, and Goodale, op. cit., pp. 148-150. 
 
61  Ibid. 
Colin Tatz’ thesis of 1964.62  Tatz, however, is a political scientist, not an anthropologist.   
In more recent years, research has been conducted into the art, language and dance of the 
Tiwi, as well as their ventures into business and some contemporary social problems.63     
 
The results of past ethnographic research now enables the ethnohistorian to gain a 
knowledge of traditional and semi-traditional Tiwi society.  Anthropological writings have 
contributed basic details about episodes in the history of the Tiwi.  Previous research by 
myself produced an overall history of the Tiwi up until the first decades of the twentieth 
century.64  That study is now extended into more contemporary times to demonstrate the 
role of the Church and the  
government in the lives of the Tiwi, the extent of that intrusion in Islander society, and to 
redress neglect of the people of the north and of their adaptation to cultural change.  
Historical enquiry also reveals the impact of the slowly changing political policies and 
practices in the area of Aboriginal and Islander development.  
 
Current debates in Aboriginal Australia 
(1) Exclusive Land Rights 
Patrick Wolfe, in opposition to standard histories of progress in Aboriginal policy, argues 
for the existence of an historical continuity linking various forms of domination and insists 
that assimilation continues to the present.  The state in its various guises has attempted to 
impose this domination over indigenous society, beginning with the initial outbreak of 
frontier conflict.65  The pivotal point of Wolfe’s theory is his contention that the Mabo 
decision in 1992 and Native Title legislation, passed in 1993, did not breach the traditional 
relationship between the dominated and dominating sectors of the overall Australian 
community.   
                                                 
 
62  Tatz, Colin M., Aboriginal Administration in the Northern Territory, PhD thesis, Australian National 
University (henceforth ANU), 1964. 
 
63  Such studies include West, op. cit.; Lee, op. cit; Mountford, Charles, The Tiwi, Their Art, Myth and 
Ceremony, London: Phoenix House, 1958, and Cook, John S., Culture, Control and Accountability in 
Community Enterprises Among the Tiwi, Thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the 
Degree of Master of Business, Northern Territory University (henceforth NTU), July 1994.  
 
64 Morris, John, The Tiwi: From Isolation to Cultural Change, MA thesis, University of Ballarat, 1999 
(hereafter Morris [1999]). 
65 Wolfe, Patrick, “Nation and MiscegeNation: Discursive Continuity in the Post-Mabo Era”. In Social 
Analysis, No. 36, October 1994, p. 93. 
 
 Inter-cultural conflict in the colonisation period, including dispossession, elimination and 
the abuse of Aboriginal women, polarised Aborigines and settlers.  This ensured an 
adaptation and accommodation that was in no way mutually beneficial, but was part of the 
colonial struggle.  Wolfe argues that Reynolds’ histories give rise to the illusion that these 
happenings were events of the past. According to Wolfe, however, they are merely part of 
a continuum featuring inter-racial confrontation, incarceration, and assimilation.   In his 
view, these are strategies that move Aborigines from being on the outside to becoming 
“internal to settler society”.66   
 
The demands to conform to a non-indigenous lifestyle were stringent, especially so for 
those who resided, or in Wolfe’s term, were carcerated, on mission or government stations 
in south-eastern and south-western Australia in the nineteenth century and into the 
twentieth century.  Convention dictated that assimilation had to be a one-way process.  The 
physical elimination, which began in the inter-cultural violence of the frontier, was 
replaced by an ideal of cultural elimination through the practices of assimilation.   
 
Wolfe argues that rather than breaking the mould of cultural elimination, the Aboriginal 
Lands Rights (N.T.) Act 1976 did not reject the policy of terra nullius under which Britain 
settled most of Australia.67   Further, he claims, the High Court’s decision of 1992 in the 
Mabo case and the subsequent Native Title legislation did not break the continuity of 
European control.68   The fact was that while terra nullius was revoked, the act was of no 
use to indigenous groups who had been dispossessed of their traditional lands.   
 
                                                 
66 Ibid, p. 99. 
67 Aboriginal land rights commission, Second Report April 1974, Canberra; Australian Government 
Publishing Service (henceforth AGPS), 1974.  Given the discussions held between the British Government 
and the South Australian Company and the instructions given to the Company in respect of indigenous land 
matters in the new colony of South Australia, care must be taken in talking about terra nullius in respect of 
the settlement of that territory.  See Reynolds, Henry, Aborigines and Settlers, North Melbourne: Cassell 
Australia, 1972, pp. 99-130. 
 
68 Merlin, Francesca, “Reply to Patrick Wolfe”. In Social Analysis, No. 41(2), July 1997, p. 10, does not agree 
with this view, arguing that to accept the positioning of Wolfe’s paper as a whole offers no future for  
Aboriginal people.  
In Wolfe’s argument, the logic of elimination which began with the frontier violence 
continued “into assimilationism by way of a series of strategic transformations.”69  The 
policy on land is part of the continuum.  It is exclusive rather than inclusive, the bulk of  
 
Australia’s Aborigines being excluded from laying claims to land under land rights or 
Native Title due to the aftermath of the dispossession of their ancestors or, in some cases, 
the circumstances of their birth.70  The bulk of Australia’s Aboriginal population is defined 
as not “pure” or traditional enough to achieve the return of land.  Self-determination or 
self-management must also be questioned in relation to “community control”. 
 
(2) Community Control 
A huge government bureaucracy has built up around indigenous development in the last 
thirty years, a large part of the national budget being allocated to this sector. With the 
declaration of self-determination, this sector of the public service has been augmented by 
the staff of other bodies such as the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, 
the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation, and the Native Title Tribunal.  These 
implementations have allowed for the development of self-help services in non-traditional 
groups, and a level of self-administration in remote communities.  They have also ensured 
funding for the recommendations of the Deaths in Custody Commission to be 
implemented, for the document on reconciliation to be developed, and Native Title claims 
to be considered.  The use of terms such as “community based” initiatives, used by some 
Ministers for Aboriginal Affairs and bureaucrats, suggest that indigenous communities and 
organisations manage such programmes.  This is not always the case.  While the operation 
of many programmes, such as community council projects, are under the immediate control 
of the target communities, others, especially those in the area of education, policing and 
health, are managed by the agencies responsible.   
 
In discussing the term “community control”, Wolfe states that in order to exercise control 
Aboriginal office bearers must be elected by indigenous voters entitled to the franchise, 
                                                 
 
69 Wolfe, op. cit., p. 123. 
 
70  Where land rights exist, these do not discriminate on the grounds of the level of Aboriginality.   Rather 
claimants must be able to prove relationship with the tract of land sought and whether the land is open to 
claim.  Apart from groups who cannot claim traditional land due to legalities, there are people of mixed 
descent who through being removed from their families or because of their urbanised lifestyle have lost 
knowledge of the location of the territory of their indigenous ancestors.  
which he sees as “an acknowledgment of the settler-colonial state’s legitimacy”.71  In other 
words, to control government funding Aborigines and Islanders must conform to the legal 
requirements of mainstream society.  In conforming to this and other regulations relating to 
the reception and use of such funding, then, indigenous office-holders undergo part of the 
process of social and cultural change.  All members of the community who take part in the 
voting process are likewise submitting to that process. Although Wolfe refers only to the 
election of commissioners of the Australian and Torres Strait Islander Commission, 
community members in remote regions vote for local councillors, while in urban areas 
voting must occur for the positions of directors on the boards of co-operatives and other 
self-help organisations.  This, again, is required to meet the dictates of mainstream 
government.     
 
Aborigines and Islanders now have their own services instead of coming under the direct 
authority of mission or settlement supervisors in remote or rural areas or coming under the 
scrutiny of welfare officers in urban and regional centres.  Moreover, money allocated to 
the indigenous budget is now handled by an Aboriginal and Islander authority rather than 
being divided by a non-Aboriginal bureaucracy.   Indigenous people, however, are still, to a 
large extent, bound up within the welfare system, the only difference being that it is being 
administered to some extent by other members of their own community.  The Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Commission is bound by the normal constraints of Treasury, 
legal and Public Service regulations.  Wolfe argues that this is an assimilatory strategy.72  
Although the nation-state has altered and the means changed from elimination, 
dispossession, warfare and institutionalisation to bureaucratic constraints, “assimilation” is 
still the result. 
 
The ethnic make-up of the society which first resolved to introduce the policy of 
assimilation differs from that which voiced its support for Aborigines’ and Islanders’ self-
determination.  Nevertheless, whether the contemporary cultural change aspect is  
intentional or not, it is clear that self-determination or self-management, whatever the term 
used, requires Aborigines and Islanders to conform to the rules of the wider society.  The 
effect of this upon traditional communities has been one of change, customary laws and 
                                                 
 
71 Wolfe, op. cit., p. 124. 
72 Ibid, p. 125. 
decision making giving way to introduced forms of management and social systems. The 
process of elimination, which began long before the policies of protection and assimilation 
were introduced, has continued unofficially under the policies of integration and self-
determination. 
 
As the official policy of assimilation was slowly being eroded in the late 1960s, the 
government argued against integration maintaining the traditional way of life, claiming that 
if integration means the retention by Aborigines, individually, or more specifically in 
groups, of significant parts of their traditional culture, then integration is unlikely to be 
more than a passing phase, unfortunate and sad as this prediction is.73   
(3) Politics, Land and Levels of Identity 
The period covered by this thesis encompassed an evolution of political policy on 
Indigenous matters.  In 1919, when this study begins, progress in Aboriginal affairs was in 
a stalemate.  This can be attributed to several matters, including the public attitude towards 
Australia’s indigenous population, a theory that the Aboriginal race was dying out and, 
more especially, political ineptitude.  The designers of the Commonwealth Constitution 
displayed their lack of interest in the Aboriginal and Islander community by denying the 
Federal Government the authority to enact legislation for Indigenous people.74  Indigenous 
welfare was thus to be a States’ right.  Further to this, Aborigines and Islanders were 
excluded from inclusion in the Commonwealth census, effectively divorcing them from 
mainstream Australian society.75   
 
For many decades, then, Aborigines and Islanders lived under 
various pieces of restrictive legislation in their respective States.  
The transfer of the Northern Territory from South Australian to 
Commonwealth control in 1911 meant that the Federal 
Government had to legislate for Aborigines in that region.  
                                                 
 
73 Department of Territories (1967), op. cit., pp. 45-46. 
74 Attwood, Bain and Markus, Andrew, The 1967 Referendum, or When Aborigines Didn’t Get the Vote, 
Canberra: ASP, 1997, pp. 1-2. 
 
75 Ibid, p. 2. 
Walter Baldwin Spencer’s policy of 1913 demonstrated real, if at 
times paternalistic, concern for the plight of the people in the 
Northern Territory, including the misuse of women and the 
unfair position indigenous prisoners faced in being brought 
before the courts.  The decision, in 1914, to transfer the duties of 
Chief Protector to the Government Secretary in the name of 
economy led to a decline in the efficiency of services to the 
Territory’s indigenous population.  The Federal authorities 
further demonstrated a lack of responsibility for indigenous 
people in 1911 when they passed the administration of 
Aborigines in the Australian Capital Territory to the New South 
Wales Government.76
 
In the 1920s and 1930s, protection was the catchword across Australia.  In regions such  
as Western Australia, Queensland and the Northern Territory, the role of protector was 
assigned, in the main, to police officers.  In the Northern Territory the head of the Mounted 
Police took on the position of Chief Protector between 1919 and 1927.77  In Central 
Australia, which was a separate territory for several years, the role remained with the 
officer in charge of the police there.  The policy of having police officers as protectors, 
while seen as a cost cutting measure, contained serious deficiencies.  For instance, in his 
role of law officer, the policeman had to investigate, arrest and prosecute Aboriginal 
culprits. At the same time, in his role of protector he was responsible for defending the 
accused person. 
 
                                                 
 
76 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Bringing Them Home, Sydney: Commonwealth of 
Australia, 1997, pp. 40, 607.  Federal responsibility for Aborigines in the A.C.T. was resumed in 1954. 
 
77 Until 1923, the highest rank in the N.T. Police force was Inspector.  The rank of Commissioner was created 
in that year, but abolished in 1927. 
Segregation, already a policy in Queensland, was recommended for traditional Aborigines 
in the Northern Territory by J.W. Bleakley in 1928 and by Donald Thomson in 1937.78  
These recommendations, while not immediately taken up, can be seen, to a certain extent, 
in the controlled system of reserves under the post-war policy of the Northern Territory.  
Thomson’s proposal arose out of a perceived need to protect the traditional way of life in 
Arnhem Land in the face of the Japanese trade in women there in the 1930s, the 
encroachment of cattlemen on the southern border of the reserve, and the landing of non-
Aboriginal coastal travellers on the beaches and islands of Arnhem Land.  It must be 
emphasised that Thomson’s recommendation was not for segregation on a permanent basis, 
but only until such time as the Federal government produced proven policies to protect 
traditional people. 
 
The Western Australian Native Administration Act of 1936 introduced the reprehensible 
policy of manipulated miscegenation or “assimilation by organized breeding”.  The concept 
was one of absorbing the part-Aboriginal component of the indigenous population 
completely into the wider society through marriage;79 in other words, the belief held that 
within three generations inter-racial marriage would breed out existing Aboriginal blood.80  
Such an idea had the support of many non-Aboriginal people across Australia, including Sir 
Raphael Cilento, the Queensland Director of Health, and the anthropologist Norman 
Tindale.  Pushed by A.O. Neville, the Chief Protector in Western Australia, the concept 
impressed the State-Commonwealth Native Welfare Conference in 1937.  In a climate in 
which the results of natural miscegenation concerned the authorities in the Northern 
Territory and Queensland also, Dr. C.E. Cook, the Territory’s Chief Protector, seized upon 
its value for his region.   The growth in the number of part-Aborigines, in contrast with the 
supposed demise in the traditional Aboriginal population, was seen as immoral.  Of more 
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concern was the fear of the growing number of part-Aborigines numerically and socially 
overwhelming the scattered settler population in remote regions of Australia.   
 
In 1911-1912, Baldwin Spencer had seen a need for the removal of part-Aboriginal children 
from Aboriginal camps in the Northern Territory to enable them to be trained to improve 
their opportunities in society as a whole.  Cook, on the other hand, argued a need to remove 
them from their families to prepare them to be assimilated into the mainstream community.  
The Northern Territory Administration established institutions especially to cater for part-
Aboriginal children.   Under the “New Deal” of 1939, the homes were replaced by mission 
stations caring specifically for these children.  One of these missions was established in the 
Tiwi Islands.  Elsewhere in Australia, children of Aboriginal descent who were removed 
from their families were accommodated in mission or government stations with traditional 
and semi-traditional people, in Church operated homes, or in mainstream orphanages with 
non-Aboriginal inmates. 
 
The 1937 Conference changed the direction of Aboriginal policy in Australia.  Initially it 
did not affect tribalised people.  Although assimilation had been on the agenda for 
Aborigines of mixed descent in Victoria and South Australia for some years, the conference 
agreed that the future of “natives of aboriginal origin, but not of the full blood” lay in their 
absorption into the wider community.81  Assimilation at that time could be defined as  
 
…a unidimensional, one-way process by which outsiders relinquished  
their own culture in favour of that of the dominant society.82
 
Aboriginal policy in the Northern Territory took a dramatic turn with the announcement of 
the “New Deal” in 1939.  The new policy, aimed at assimilating all Aborigines and 
Islanders in the Territory, contained overtones of Commonwealth practices in Papua and 
New Guinea.  A major plank of the policy was the replacement of Cook’s Aborigines 
Department with a Native Affairs Branch.  This, in turn, became the Welfare Branch under 
the new Welfare Ordinance 1953, which sought to avoid racial overtones by referring to 
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Aborigines as “wards”.  Although part-Aborigines were freed of government control, 
restrictions on the tribal people of the Territory remained.  Wardship ceased in 1964 with 
the revocation of the Welfare Ordinance.   
 
In the post-war years, with the recent history of the Holocaust still fresh in the minds of 
people in the Western nations, racism was not politically acceptable.  However, in the view 
of Beckett, “it seems unlikely that either officials or politicians had abandoned racist 
assumptions.”83  The terms “half-caste”, “quadroon”, “quarter-caste” and “mixed bloods” 
were used by governments, academia and the general public to describe part-Aboriginal or 
non-traditional people until the late 1950s and early 1960s.   The terms can still be heard in 
conversation today, even among some older rural Aborigines.  Non-traditional people who 
formed all or a large part of the indigenous population in most regions of Australia were, as 
has been stated, prime targets of the assimilation policy. 
 
“Total absorption into mainstream society” remained the Native administration plank of all 
Australian governments until the late 1960s, with agreement in 1951 that the aim was a 
future policy of full citizenship for all Aborigines rather than segregation on missions and 
settlements.84  The proposals did vary slightly.  In 1963, the policy held that “all Aborigines 
and part-Aborigines will attain the same manner of living as other Australians”.85  Later, 
the wording was changed to state that Aborigines may choose to be assimilated into the 
wider society.  From 1967, also, integration, though not vigorously pursued by the coalition 
government, gradually replaced assimilation. 
 
With the election of the Whitlam Government at the end of 1972, previous 
policies were quickly replaced by those of self-determination and land 
rights.  In 1975, the Fraser Government, concerned about the 
implications of the self-determination ideal, changed it to one of self-
management.  The Fraser Government did carry on with the Labor 
policy of Land Rights in the Northern Territory. 
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 From the late eighteenth century, Aborigines in south-eastern Australia had requested that 
the government provide them with farming blocks.86  In the 1950s and 1960s, organisations 
interested in Aboriginal development, many of which were European based, called for land  
 
 
rights as part of their agenda.87  Lobbying for land rights by non-Aborigines was of a 
political and economic nature.  Within the general public there was then little understanding 
of the cultural importance of land to Aborigines and Islanders, that is, of the spiritual link it 
forms between the creation period (the Tiwi Palingarri or Parlingarri) and the customary 
land-owners.  As such, it is the very centre of Indigenous life, the life force, the basis of 
totemism, kinship and religion, and of the spiritually based economy.  This relationship 
between a human and his or her traditional “country” or tract of land is imperative to the 
existence and well-being of the person’s identity.    
 
Such a belief was evident in the action taken by the clans resident at Yirrkala Mission in the 
1960s, in their effort to stop the excision of a corner of the Arnhem Land Reserve for 
mining purposes.  The petition for a lease of land by the Gurindji, in the year after their 
walk-off from Wave Hill Station, on the other hand, had both spiritual and economic 
bases.88  The conservative governments and the Supreme Court of the Northern Territory, 
however, refused to accept the concept of inalienable land tenure for Aborigines and 
Islanders. 
 
The Tiwi held a contrary belief about their islands.  Despite the British claiming their 
islands in 1824, and subsequently these becoming part of the Commonwealth of Australia 
in 1901, the Tiwi see themselves as not having to fight for their land.  In the words of the 
Secretary of the Tiwi Land Council, 
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 Unlike mainland aboriginal people, the Tiwi do not have to begin their recent 
history with the struggle for land.  For the Tiwi, land ownership has not been  
an issue.  They have always believed they owned their land.89    
The Federal Labor Party accepted the existence of Indigenous land tenure prior to European 
settlement, land rights being a plank of that party’s platform when it gained power in 
December 1972.90  In many quarters, land, both as a central spiritual link and as a material 
basis for life, has now been accepted as a necessary condition for improvements in the 
Aboriginal lot. 
 
For most of Australia’s recorded history little thought was given to the matter of identity 
among Aborigines and Islanders.  Apart from a few people who took the trouble to learn the 
names of tribal groups they were interested in, the situation was one of “us” and “them” 
until the advent of anthropological and linguistic research.  Indigenous people knew their 
identity in several ways, especially through their tribal and clan names.  To Europeans, 
however, they were merely “natives”, “aborigines”, “abos”, “blacks” or “blackfellas” 
(“blackfellows”).  Many official records failed to distinguish target groups except by 
geographical identification such as “the Mount Emu tribe” or “the Yarra tribe”. 
 
The disintegration of traditional tribal life led to Aborigines adopting new forms of 
collective identification.  Although most were aware of their tribal groupings, people in 
Victoria, for instance, referred to themselves as “the dark people”.  At the same time, they 
also identified groups within the Victorian region by their locality of origin, such as, “the 
Lake Condah mob” or  “the Framlingham mob”.  By the 1960s, a new term of identification 
was beginning to take on in Victoria, this being the name Koorie.91  Originating around 
Lake Macquarie, New South Wales, Koorie is one of a number of collective names 
established on a regional basis.  In common with some other regional names it means 
“man”.  Its use was seen as an alternative to the European imposed term Aborigine.  
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 Until late 1972, governments, both Federal and State, did little to clarify the identity of 
Aborigines and Islanders.  Various pieces of legislation offered differing definitions of who 
constituted an indigenous person, some classifying Aborigines according to their 
proportions of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal blood.  Although such official definitions are 
considered to be racist, it should be noted that in at least several areas of Australia 
indigenous society uses terms differentiating between traditional people and those of mixed 
descent.92  The Tiwi use the word Mwarnari to identify people of Tiwi-European or Tiwi-
Asiatic descent. 93
 
At a governmental level, one of the early actions of the Whitlam government was to 
introduce a definition clarifying who is an Aborigine or Islander.  Under this definition a 
person who is of Aboriginal or Islander descent, identifies as an Aborigine or Islander, and 
is accepted by his or her indigenous community as being an Aborigine or Islander, is 
acknowledged to be an indigenous person.  Although, since the 1920s, a large part of the 
part-Aboriginal population has become politically active, some in the wider community fail 
to recognise their Aboriginality intentionally or unintentionally.  
 
Acceptance of an indigenous identity by Australian governments had been a slow and 
frequently complex process.  Aboriginal organisations formed in the 1920s and 1930s failed 
to gain official recognition and support.  The politics of identity were evident in the 
complicated reality of those of mixed descent living in “settled areas”.  Here, people of 
Aboriginal-European descent were readily identified as Aborigines by municipal councils 
and members of the general public through racist and segregationist actions.  On the other 
hand, in the minds of many mainstream Australians, the only Aborigines were tribalised 
people in remote regions.  Rural and urban detribalised persons were identified as 
something different, the people “in-between”.94   
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The policy of assimilation encouraged indigenous people to lose their identity as a separate 
people by being absorbed into the wider community.  As Rowley points out, however, 
pressure to conform strengthens the resistance to change.95  Political action on the part of 
Aborigines and their non-Aboriginal supporters in the late 1950s gradually developed the 
indigenous identity in the minds of the general public but this was to come at a price to the 
Aboriginal community.  
 
Recognition of Aborigines through political struggle was not to come until the 1960s. The 
Federal and Northern Territory governments were eventually forced to recognise the 
presence of Aboriginal requests (not demands) through such semi-political actions as the 
Wave Hill strike and the legal action of the Yirrakala community in respect of mining on 
the Arnhem Land Reserve.96  An Aboriginal identity was further impressed on the wider 
Australian public by the efforts of Aborigines and non-Aborigines for the calling of the 
1967 referendum, the battle to save Lake Tyers Reserve, in Victoria, from being closed, and 
the establishment of the Tent Embassy in Canberra in 1972.  
 
The Tent Embassy, said Rowley, was “a piece of political genius”.97  However, many 
mainstream Australians, carrying an image of Aborigines as shanty dwellers and residents 
of “blackfellows’ camps”, probably saw in the embassy evidence of the “black” Australian, 
the failure.98  Furthermore, the occupiers of the embassy carried with them the indignity of 
not being recognised as “real” Aborigines.  Despite such prejudice, whatever the political 
and social views of Australians generally, the determination of the protesters to maintain 
the embassy ensured that it became part of the indigenous identity, the identity of political 
action. 
 
The policies of protection and assimilation initiated by the state and federal governments 
were created in what at the time were considered to be in the best interests of the 
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Aborigines and Islanders.  Even where such controversial legislation was involved, 
consultation with Indigenous people was not considered.  The impact of the policies varied 
according to the region.  Overall, those in Western Australia and Queensland appear to 
have been the most discriminatory.99   
 
Over the years, the various policies, both State and Federal – policies of protection, 
assimilation, integration, self-determination and self-management - have affected 
Indigenous communities in various ways.  In the pre-Whitlam period, in Western Australia 
some laws appear to have drawn up to exclude Aborigines from living in European 
dominated towns rather than to assist Indigenous people.   Queensland controlled inmates 
on reserves to an extent not seen in the Northern Territory.   
 
(4) Pan-Aboriginalisation 
Within the Aboriginal community the development of indigenous political consciousness 
and the push for pan-Aboriginalisation in the 1970s, encouraged the establishment of a 
stronger racial identity.  To be Aboriginal or Islander became a symbol of pride.  Regional 
terms aimed at establishing indigenous identity in relation to the wider society, such as 
Koorie, Murri, Nyoongar (Nyungar), Pallawar and Noongar, took on deeper significance 
among Aboriginal people.  Put forward as alternative words to the term Aborigine, they 
expressed a different presence in Australian society.  This feeling was reinforced in 1988, 
the Bicentenary year, when many Aborigines saw a need to publicly reinforce their 
indigenous identity.  For urban people identity is a political tool, a form of 
empowerment.100  For tribalised people it has both customary and political overtones in that 
membership of specific language groups, totemic clans and territorial bands recognises 
them in social, spiritual and legal terms.  Carried further, it thus identifies the place, role 
and responsibilities of each person within his or her tribal setting.  
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Whatever the opinion of some non-Aborigines about the recognition of urban Aborigines, 
the pro-indigenous movements of the 1960s and the establishment of the Tent Embassy 
were the beginnings of a process which would see the division between remote and 
detribalised Aborigines come to an end.  For many years during and after the life of the 
Whitlam Government remote Aborigines in the Top End differentiated between themselves 
and persons of mixed descent.  Detribalised Aborigines, however, have carried a heavy load 
in the battle for political recognition.  Their fight through entirely indigenous and 
Aboriginal support organisations over the years to gain equality and to be treated as human 
beings has, according to Barry Morris, created “the politics of a distinctive identity”.101  
 
The recognition of an Aboriginal voice in the political arena led to indigenous 
representation on official advisory and policy-making bodies such as the National 
Aboriginal Conference and, later, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission 
(ATSIC).   Emphasising an identity distinct from that of the Aborigines, the Torres Strait 
Islanders demanded and received a level of local authority separate from ATSIC.  Also, 
since the 1970s, a small number of Aborigines, including Tiwi Islanders, have gained 
recognition as politicians or prospective politicians.   
 
One achievement that has drawn wide spread attention to the Indigenous community is the 
High Court decision on Native Title in 1992.  This did not arise out of a large Aboriginal 
campaign but was initiated one man, Eddie Koiki Mabo, to prove his customary ownership 
on the island of Mer.102  While the subsequent legislation has been the subject of much 
political, public and legal debate, it will not be pursued in this thesis.  Although the Tiwi 
Land Council is “an approved representative body for the purposes of claims under the 
Act”, the legislation appears to have no bearing on the Tiwi Islands situation except, 
possibly, involvement in a sea claim by some group in the future.103
 
Ethnohistory 
Ethnohistory is a comparatively new field of study, having emerged only in the last sixty 
years or less.  Although it brings together the disciplines of anthropology and history, 
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historians, as William Sturtevant states, “are more cautious than anthropologists in erecting 
general theories.”104  Further to this, he comments that while archaeologists, historians and 
some ethnologists share an interest in “diachronic historical explanations”, the interests of 
other anthropologists and descriptive linguists lay in “synchronic, structural 
explanations”.105  Ethnohistory has a role to play in bringing these two schools of thought 
together.  
 
Over the years an adequate definition of ethnohistory acceptable to all interested parties has 
been difficult to construct.106  Gregory Dening describes it as “a no man’s land between 
anthropology and history”.107   Looking at the local situation Isabel McBryde, on the other 
hand, holds that the study of European-Aboriginal history and race relations, using relevant 
historical documents, may be termed ethnohistory.108  Although ethnohistory is now 
accepted in Australia as a discipline or practice, its use in Australia has varied from that in 
North America, at least until recent times. In its American treatment it has been used and 
recognised for a longer period of time, being seen to form part of the application of cultural 
anthropology.  What is important to the Australian situation, and to my work, is the fact that 
the two main interests of ethnology are historical ethnography and the historiography of 
non-literate cultures.109
 
Looking at the Australian scene, historical data of an ethnographic nature, such as early 
observations of indigenous society, can be of importance to prehistorians.  Unfortunately, 
difficulties have occurred due to ethnohistory being subsumed into ethnoarchaeology where 
historical information is used in the production of historical ethnographies.110   At the same 
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time, while ethnohistorical work in Australia is more descriptive than its counterpart in 
America, few anthropologists, at least until 1980, used historical material in researching 
cultural change occurring over a period of time.111  Possibly this arises from the fact that 
anthropology in this country has been “largely unconcerned with historical questions of 
development”, due to the local anthropological traditions originating “from those of the 
structural-functionalist school of British social anthropology.”112
 
History is a discipline designed to introduce the past to the public as a means of making 
sense of the present.  In the case of indigenous Australia, members of the wider public who 
are not aware of the prehistory and history of Aboriginal and Islander society could 
encounter difficulty in understanding the contemporary circumstances of that society.  An 
aim of this thesis, therefore, is to introduce the ethnohistory of the Tiwi to the wider 
community, academic and non-academic, as a means of achieving that goal.  Researching 
the Tiwi past however, requires care in exploring and analysing historical source data and 
more contemporary material.  Ethnocentrism and cultural ignorance are evident in some 
documents  
and literature, of which Jeannie Gunn’s books are an example.113  The works of some other 
writers reveal not only a propensity to play with the cultural truth but also a proneness to 
produce historical errors and exaggeration.114  Research among the Tiwi has demonstrated 
that indigenous oral history, if studied with care, can help to reveal errors and romanticism 
that can sometimes occur in the literature, whether this is of an academic or a non-academic 
nature.115
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 Ethics in Researching and Writing Ethnohistory  
Cross-cultural research demands that methods not only meet the requirements of the 
relevant social sciences and humanities but that they are also acceptable to the target 
indigenous group.  The field worker in a traditional or semi-traditional Aboriginal or 
Islander community must take into account the local customs and conventions if he or she 
is to successfully complete their research.  For instance, prior consultation with the 
appropriate land council and the target group is required to gain permission to carry out the 
research.  In the community, discussion must take place with the local council or elders 
before the researcher commences his or her observations and questioning.  There must be 
an awareness of who one can or cannot talk to, of where one can walk, of the manner in 
which the investigation can be conducted, and of community rules regarding the 
photographing of people and places.   In other words, local ethics and protocol must be 
observed at all times.116   
 
In approaching his or her work the researcher must bear two important facts in mind.  
Firstly, some indigenous groups have been over-exposed to studies of various kinds.  
Consequently, care must be taken during fieldwork to ensure that the target group is not 
antagonised in any way.  Secondly, researchers have tended to consider the people whom 
they are studying as objects of investigation rather than as co-researchers, at least to the 
degree of their involvement.117  Informants must therefore be seen as acknowledged co-
workers, not mere channels for obtaining information or objects of the researcher’s 
questioning.  Both of these points have been taken into account during my fieldwork.   
 
Methodology in Cross-Cultural Research 
The establishment of my research methodology was based on (a) 
my knowledge of the Tiwi people over many years and (b) my 
academic qualifications in anthropology, history and community 
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work.  Several ground rules were laid before the actual work 
began.  These were the need (i) to ensure that my research had 
the support of the islands’ leadership, (ii) to make the target 
group fully aware of the aims of the study, and (iii) to ensure 
that my questions were clear to the informants.    
 
In discussing cross-cultural research and methodology, Ivanitz lists as research tools, 
“open-ended and semi-structured interviews, oral history, organization interviews, field 
trips, direct observation, review of literature, documentary resources, previous fieldnotes 
and mapping.”118  Ivanitz guided the organisation of my research which began with the 
study of research notes from previous years and other material held on the Tiwi.   This was 
essential to ascertain the areas to be investigated and the questions to be pursued in 
interviews and in document, literature and museum study research.  Several periods of 
fieldwork in the islands were essential to my investigative work. This fieldwork consisted 
of observing and researching (a) the current social, political and economic circumstances, 
(b) observing and discussing the contemporary cultural situation and comparing this with 
observations made from the early 1960s, and (c) interviews with the staff of the islands’ 
Community Government Councils and with a local clergyman.  During this time the 
mission archives, held in the islands, were also researched.  As a follow-up to my 
fieldwork, interviews were conducted in Darwin with Government officers, the Secretary of 
the Tiwi Land Council, several former Community Advisers in the islands and in Arnhem 
Land, and a history consultant to the Land Council.   The data thus gained expanded on the 
material collected in the islands 
 
Ethnohistory requires widespread research into archival and literary material of an 
historical nature.  Government records on the Tiwi, of the type required for my study, are 
located in the National Archives in Darwin, Canberra and Melbourne, and in the Northern 
Territory Archives Service.  In addition to work in these facilities, newspaper files were 
scrutinised in the Northern Territory, Victorian and South Australian State Libraries, while 
relevant theses and other material were researched in the North Australia Research Unit of 
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the Australian National University, the Northern Territory Library, the Australian Institute 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, the Australian War Memorial and the 
National Library of Australia.  Further material was obtained through the Document 
Delivery Services of the University of Ballarat Library.  In the United Kingdom, relevant 
archival and library material was studied in the British Library, the Royal Anthropological 
Institute Library (now held by the British Museum), Pitt Rivers Museum in the University 
of Oxford, and the Institute of Commonwealth Studies Library in the University of London.  
Assistance was also received from the Royal Anthropological Institute.  The Cambridge 
University Museum of Anthropology and Archaeology gave me an insight into pioneering 
professional ethnographic research in Australia. 
 
Further to the fieldwork in the Tiwi Islands, the study of the level of artistic cultural change there required a review of relevant material 
held in museums in Darwin, Melbourne, Adelaide and Canberra.  Associated with this aspect of my investigation was a review of 
photographs of Tiwi subjects and notes on Tiwi material culture held by me from the 1960s.  Other work undertaken included: 
1. The reviewing of oral material collected from Tiwi elders in earlier years. 
2. Researching Tiwi demography and genealogical material from the 1960s to the mid-
1990s. 
3. Reading relevant literature on the Tiwi, anthropology and ethnohistory held by me. 
4. Telephone and written communications with relevant people to clarify points from my 
fieldwork and documentary research. 
5. Studying village and mission maps drawn by me in the 1960s and comparing these with 
present day maps of the islands’ townships to ascertain the changes in residential patterns 
and how developments had led to the destruction or removal of places that had been 
important in earlier times. 
 
In researching ethnohistory the investigator must take into account the quality and character 
of his or her source material.  As McBryde points out, he or she must be conscious of the 
following characteristics of their sources: 
a. most of the data is raw material, not the efforts of trained historians or anthropologists; 
b. not all observations are of equal value; 
c. the need to keep in mind the “problems of perception, record, bias, and personal 
interests, that are all relevant to the use of any historical account.”119 
 
                                                 
119 McBryde, op. cit., p. 142. 
Sturtevant agrees with this view when he warns that written documents, being the work of a 
culture foreign to the people being observed, are always scanty in detail and biased or 
ethnocentric in comment.120  There is, too, the need to be aware of discrepancies in replies, 
as informants might seek to avoid giving an answer that will put them in a bad light or is 
otherwise embarrassing to answer, perhaps due to customary belief.  In the words of 
McBryde, “Contact histories must be careful, rigorous studies researched with an awareness 
of anthropological as well as of historical issues.”121
On another level, my approach to the history of the Tiwi community and the changes that 
have occurred within it since 1919 is guided, in part, by Sturtevant’s basic dimensions 
characterising the practice of ethnohistory.  These are: 
1. a focus on the past condition of cultures; 
2. the use of oral or written histories as the primary data source; 
3. an emphasis on change in the groups under study.122  
 
The matter of personal interest, referred to by McBryde, is something that had to be kept  
in mind during my work.  Ethically, the researcher must ensure that his or her own views 
and prejudices do not trespass into their investigations.  In the 1960s and 1970s, I worked in 
the Tiwi Islands, initially as a volunteer at Nguiu mission and later as a government officer.  
To the best of my ability, my approach to the various missionaries over the years, including 
their individual attitudes and beliefs about the local people and culture, their achievements 
and failures, and the effect of the mission activities on the Tiwi people, has striven to be 
prejudice free.  Similarly, the fact that I had been present in the islands as a government 
officer demanded my impartiality in commenting on and reaching conclusions about the 
effectiveness of official policies and practices affecting the Tiwi.  Also, in looking at 
cultural change among the Tiwi, it is essential that the islands’ customs not be considered to 
be “primitive”.  Even today, judgemental implications related to this term are still used in 
allegedly neutral descriptions of traditional peoples.123
 
                                                 
 
120 Sturtevant, op. cit., p. 8. 
 
121 McBryde, op. cit., 139. 
122 Carmack, op. cit., p. 230. 
 
123 Abercrombie, Hill, and Turner, op. cit., p. 195. 
Again, bearing in mind Henrietta Fourmile’s statement that, “the information collected 
about us (Aborigines) is simply not owned by us”, I accept that the results of my research 
belong to my target group, the Tiwi community. 124  A copy of this thesis will therefore be 
handed to the Tiwi Land Council.  
LAYOUT OF THESIS 
The remainder of the thesis is laid out in the following pattern: 
 
Chapter 1, Desire, Change and Politics (1919 to 1929), explores a time of some change in 
Tiwi ethnohistory.  At a time when a few Tiwi became agents of cultural and social 
modification, others, away from the mission were meeting their desires through servicing 
the demands of Japanese pearlers for prostitution or by travelling to the mainland.  While 
the government failed to respond to the trade in women and the social problems faced by 
Aborigines, international organisations took up the battle for Indigenous welfare. 
 
Chapter 2, The Widening World and the Politicians, (1930 to 1940), seeks to clarify the 
growth of public and academic activism in indigenous affairs and the government’s 
response to this. While the trade between Japanese pearlers and some Tiwi continued, 
Island seafarers witnessed the killing of other Japanese by mainland Aborigines.  Court 
cases against several Tiwi led to a public outcry against comments by the judge.  The 
creation of a new agency promised a better future for the Tiwi and other Indigenous people 
in the Northern Territory. 
 
Chapter 3, Tiwi Loyalty and World War Two 
(1940-1945), recounts the experiences of the Tiwi during 
World War Two, a time of dramatic change for most 
Aboriginal and Islander peoples across northern Australia, 
when Indigenous people were suspected of disloyalty and 
the military authorities became responsible for their 
employment and well-being.  Interwoven with this was the 
severe downgrading of the Native Affairs Branch and 
                                                 
 
124 Moorecroft Heather and Byrne, Alex, “Intellectual Property and Indigenous People’s Information”.  In 
Australian Association of Research Librarians, June 1996, p. 87. 
government indecision on the future of indigenous 
Territorians. 
 
Chapter 4, Towards Official Assimilation - National Policy and Local Reality (1946 to 
1959), is a study of the ideology of equality in the postwar period. As the Tiwi adapted to a 
changed social and political environment, they were unaware of new Aboriginal policies 
and legislation coming out of Darwin and Canberra.  However, the effects of government 
decisions affected the Islanders both in their home islands and on the mainland as new 
restrictions and regulations relating to Aboriginal wardship came into being. 
 
Chapter 5, A Political Awakening (1960-1972), examines the slow beginnings of a new 
era for the Tiwi.  Government and Church placed their hopes for the economic future of the 
Tiwi in the development of natural resources.  With the granting of the franchise and the 
end of the wards system the Tiwi gained certain social rights.  Nevertheless they still 
suffered racially based discrimination, such as lower wages.  Politically, the Tiwi were 
gaining a level of understanding of what government and governing were about.   
 
Chapter 6, The Limits to Self-Determination and Self-Management - Local Government 
and Economic Development (1972 – 2000), investigates an era of serious political, 
economic and social change for the Tiwi.  The Whitlam government brought in its policies 
of self-determination and land rights. There was, however, much planning for the future as 
efforts were made to establish an economic and political base for the people.  However, as 
the first Tiwi politician took his place in the Territory legislature and the mission and 
government withdrew from administering the islands’ communities, unintentionally, a 
process of assimilation, encouraged by the demands of self-management and contact with 
western society, was persisting in various ways. 
 
Chapter 7, The Effects of Self-Determination on the Social and Cultural Life (1972 – 
2000), analyses a period which demands close examination in terms of society and culture.  
Self-management and economic change brought joy to the islands, while national and 
international travel and sporting and artistic recognition brought a greater understanding of 
the outside world to the Islanders.  Entry into western society also brought serious social 
difficulties and a demise or modification in customary practices that were a source of 
sorrow and confusion for older Tiwi.   
      
The Conclusion brings together the threads of the exploration and analysis of Tiwi history. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
Desire, Change and Politics 
 
(1919 - 1929) 
 
 
Introduction. 
The second decade of the twentieth century was a time of socio-cultural modification for 
the Tiwi community.  Membership of the bands remained strong points in Tiwi 
identification, especially those groups who lived in the northern regions of the islands and 
were, as yet free of the contamination of outside influences.1  Unlike various mainland 
Indigenous regions, the eleven islands did not contain a large number of sites of spiritual 
significance.  The Tiwi nevertheless identified areas that were important in their 
understanding of “the past that was still the present”, and that helped to make the land 
important to them.2  Moreover, the islands, with their adequate food and material 
resources, had been created as their home in the Palingarri. 
   
As Hart shows, while the land remained an important asset to the Tiwi, other interests 
began to attract some of them away from it for varying periods.3  Gradually, for many of 
them, the mission station became, in one way or another, something that formed part of 
their activities, whether this was on a frequent or infrequent basis.  The outside world was 
becoming an attraction, too, with a number of Tiwi visiting the mainland, sometimes for 
lengthy periods if they worked for the Cooper family or the cattle industry. Whereas a 
few years before hand, the Tiwi had opposed the seizure of their women by Cooper’s 
Iwaidja, now some involved themselves in prostitution in response to the demands of 
Asian pearling crews.  Alcohol, while illegal for Indigenous people, was attractive to 
                                                 
1 Hart and Pilling, op. cit., p. 148. 
 
2 Discussions with Tiwi informants, 1960-1965: These areas included not only sites related to creation 
stories, but also the homes of spiritual-human beings, and places of danger where injury could occur unless 
the traveller took certain precautions or avoided the area altogether.  
 
3 Ibid, pp. 33-50.  
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some Islanders who visited Darwin.4  Despite the relatively small but noticeable changes 
that were already occurring in Tiwi society, as a community they remained strongly 
immersed in their traditional identity as “the only people”, “the chosen people”.    
 
This chapter looks at an era when the attitude of the Federal Government towards 
Aboriginal welfare was an extremely poor one, despite limited attempts by humanitarian 
groups to reverse this situation.  The birth of an awareness of the circumstances of 
Aboriginal society, on the part of the wider community. will also be mentioned.  An 
examination is undertaken of whether Father Gsell deliberately set out to bring change to 
Tiwi culture.  Change was coming to the Tiwi as they experienced contact with the world 
outside of their islands, and the effect of this and the mission upon them will be looked at.  
 
Agent of Cultural Change. 
In 1919 the majority of the Tiwi people lived a largely customary lifestyle, although 
contact with the buffalo shooters and the mission ensured that some minor changes had 
occurred to their culture.  A small number of young couples had settled more or less 
permanently on the station.  These unions grew out of the purchases of 16 girls and 
infants by Father Gsell up to the end of January 1919.5  There were also approximately 20 
Tiwi children and about 10 part-Aborigines from the mainland attending the mission 
school.  In addition, between 50 and 100 people visited the mission at Nguiu for varying 
periods, especially in the wet season when bush food was harder to obtain.  The demand 
for temporary employment in return for food and other goods was growing.  As the 
station developed, the work-load grew, but a lack of finance meant that not all people 
seeking employment could be accommodated.6  As Gsell reported, the Tiwi remained on 
                                                 
4 Aborigines Ordinance 1918, section 49, banned the sale of alcohol and opium to Aborigines or people of 
Aboriginal-European or Aboriginal-Asian descent.  While a minority of Tiwi who visited the mainland 
consumed alcohol, it is not known whether any of them were attracted to opium.  NAA A31, 2923, “Opium 
Smoking by Natives, North Australia”, ff. 25, lists among those convicted on opium related crimes, only 
one man who could possibly be a Tiwi.  There are no oral records to indicate that the Tiwi did use opium.   
 
5 The “purchases” which began in about 1915, grew slowly as parents or promised husbands offered the 
female infants and girls to Gsell in exchange for trade goods.  Five “purchases” were made prior to 1918, 
with nine passing to Gsell in that year, and two in January 1919.  For details of the original acquisition of a 
girl see, Morris (2001), op. cit., p. 119.   Media and literature accounts of this activity refer to Bishop Gsell 
as “buying” or “purchasing” the girls. 
 
6 Inadequate financial support plagued a number of mission stations.  W.A.E., The Blacks of Beagle Bay, 
Melbourne: The Australian Catholic Truth Society, 1929, p. 25, states that the Pallotine (Pallottine) 
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the station as long as provisions were available in exchange for labour.  When provisions 
ran out, the Tiwi returned “to the bush in quest of their own native food”.7  
 
The Chief Protector of Aborigines saw the missionaries as exerting a beneficial control 
over the Tiwi on and off the mission station.  Many of the Islanders, he reported, were 
“proving of value”, being engaged in timber-getting, saw milling and more routine 
employment.8  Despite Gsell’s policy of minimal interference with Tiwi customs, the 
mission, through employing Islanders, had become an agent of cultural change.9
 
A Different World Outside of the Islands 
Some Tiwi had contact with the timber-getters on Melville Island, or worked on the 
mainland or on pearling luggers or other small craft.  After Cooper left Melville Island in 
early 1916, the Tiwi established a semi-permanent camp at Gunn Point, on the mainland 
to the north of Darwin.  They travelled there by canoe enroute to employment at 
Koolpinyah Station, or to participate in shooting buffalo or in fishing with Larrakia 
people.10   
 
Since a few of the Tiwi were introduced to Darwin by Joe Cooper and his buffalo 
shooters in the first decade of the twentieth century, the town had been a magnet for a 
small but growing number of the Islanders.11  Evidence of this attraction is seen in a 
comment by Mr. Justice Powers while delivering his judgment in a wages case in 1924, 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
missionaries of Beagle Bay, in the West Kimberley, had, due to a shortage of food and money, to turn away 
Aborigines who wished to settle on the station. 
 
7 Nguiu Mission Archives (hereafter NMA): report by Rev. F.X. Gsell to Apostolic Delegate, 30/10/1920. 
 
8 Commonwealth of Australia.  Parliamentary Papers (hereafter COA. PP.).  General Session. 1917-18-19, 
Vol. 6.  Northern Territory of Australia. Report of the Administrator for the Years 1915-16 and 1916-17,  
p. 1114.  
 
9 Hart, Pilling and Goodale, op. cit., pp. 11-112, “Father Gsell did not try to convert or drastically change 
the behavior (sic) of the older Tiwi; he believed that they were too set in their ways”. 
 
10 Interview with Jerry Kerinaiua, 25/8/1964.  In later years, only the Tiwi camped there and more recently 
they have claimed it as part of Tiwi territory. 
 
11 Gsell (unpublished MS.), op. cit., p. 155: A visit to Darwin by Turimpi Munkara in about 1922, proved 
to be fatal for him.  He collapsed and died when, it is said, he saw, for the first time, a car coming towards 
him.  This is re-enacted in a Tiwi dance. 
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Darwin and the Territory generally, although part of Australia, is not part of white 
Australia.  It is a place where the majority of people, and of the employees, consist 
of coloured people and aboriginals; where the Government has fixed a standard 
living wage for an adult aboriginal at five shillings a week and at aboriginal 
rations; where aboriginals are employed by the pastoralists without paying them 
even the five shillings a week; where the great majority of shops are carried on by 
Chinese.12
 
A small number of Tiwi men worked as stockmen and drovers, further expanding their 
knowledge of the world beyond their islands.  While Koolpinyah Station, near Darwin, 
was a favourite place of employment, droving trips took a few men further afield in the 
Northern Territory and to Queensland.13  It is not possible to say whether they all 
received some form of monetary payment. 
 
In Darwin, where Aboriginal labour was the only form of household assistance available, 
an increase in the European population led to the demand for Indigenous domestic 
workers.  Demand exceeded supply, as demonstrated by a report in 1923 that “the wives 
of certain officials (endeavoured) to bring pressure upon the Aborigines Department, 
through the Government Secretary, to replenish their ever-changing supply of cheap 
domestic labor…”.14
 
Most Aboriginal employees did not see their work in a European household as permanent.  
Movement in and out of Darwin was fluid.  Over the years, the Tiwi became the most 
sought after household workers.15  The attraction to abandon their traditional economy, at 
least temporarily, can be seen in the fact that, even though they were now controlled by 
                                                 
12 Quoted in Larbalestier, Jan, “‘For The Betterment of the People’: The Bleakley Report and Aboriginal 
Workers”.  In Social Analysis, No. 24, December 1988, p. 21. 
 
13 NMA: Paddy Porkilari’s genealogical card, researched 4/5/1962.  Interviews with Paddy Stockwhip 
Porkilari, Paru, 6/8/1964, and Albert Kulappaku Croker, Paru, 17/8/1964. 
 
14 “Half-Caste Girls. Deportation Scheme Abandoned”. In The Advertiser, Adelaide, 11/6/1923, p. 12.  A 
plan to “deport” part-Aboriginal girls to Goulburn Island Mission was abandoned due to demands for 
domestic workers in Darwin.  The movement of Aborigines in and out of Darwin resulted in a turn over in 
people available for employment.  See also Woodley, Peter, The Best Laid Plans, Government Policy 
Concerning Aborigines in the Top End of the Northern Territory, 1911-1927, Bachelor of Letters thesis, 
ANU, July 1982, p. 35. 
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the Aborigines Ordinance of 1918, they were receiving payment of five to ten shillings a 
week, together with food, clothing and tobacco.16 Employers were required to hold a 
licence to engage Aborigines and to furnish a return of employees several times a year. 
 
At the same time, the construction and short-lived operation of Vestey Brothers’ meat 
works in Darwin during and briefly after World War One, resulted in an increase in illicit 
intercourse between Europeans and Aborigines and Islanders, as the town’s non-
Indigenous male population increased.  Sexual and drinking relationships developed to an 
extent where the situation proved difficult to prevent.17    In part, the Aborigines 
Ordinance of 1918 was designed to overcome such difficulties by giving authorities the 
power to remove any “aboriginal or half-caste” found loitering in a town.18  How far Tiwi 
people in Darwin were part of this intercourse is difficult to say.  In any event, in one way 
or another life for the Islanders was gradually changing.  By now many of the Islanders, 
wherever they were, were aware of the Aborigines Branch of the Northern Territory 
Administration.  However, any knowledge they had of the politics surrounding its 
operations was minimal. 
 
An Unwanted People? 
Politically, the world of Aboriginal affairs was in the doldrums.  In Melbourne (and later 
Canberra) the Federal Government demonstrated little genuine interest in improving the 
circumstances of the Aboriginal and Islander population.  The Commonwealth 
Constitution, which came into effect in 1901, had ensured that the management of 
Indigenous people remained with the States.  In the words of W.E.H. Stanner, they “were  
shabbily treated”.19  The transfer of the Northern Territory to the Commonwealth in 1911 
and the creation of the Australian Capital Territory meant that the Federal Government 
                                                                                                                                                  
15 In the early 1960s, several older people in Darwin told me of the dependability of Tiwi workers. 
16 COA. PP. General Session. 1917-18-19, Vol. 6, Northern Territory of Australia. Report of the 
Administrator for the Year Ending 30th June, 1918, p. 1167: The Aborigines had little knowledge of money, 
paying whatever they were asked, for purchases.  An Ordinance Relating to Aboriginals, 1918, Part IV, 
Employment of Aboriginals. 
 
17 Report of the Administrator for the Years 1915-16 and 1916-17, op. cit., p. 1113.  The meat works 
ceased to operate at the end of the 1919 season, apart from a few weeks in 1925.  Also, Woodley, op. cit.,  
pp. 30, 37. 
 
18 Aborigines Ordinance 1918, section 18(1). 
 
19 Stanner, W.E.H., White Man Got No Dreaming, Canberra: ANUP, 1979, p. 5. 
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had to accept responsibility for the Aboriginal population in those territories.  While the 
care of Aborigines in the Northern Territory was accepted by the Commonwealth, 
administration of those in the Capital Territory was side-stepped by passing responsibility 
to the New South Wales Government.20  Admittedly, the Tiwi, like other traditional 
people in the Northern Territory, had no understanding of Australian politics and the 
electoral system in 1919, but even if they did, under the terms of the Commonwealth 
Electoral Act of 1902, they were excluded from applying for the franchise.21   
 
Between 1911 and 1929, responsibility for Aborigines in the Northern Territory rested in 
turn with the Ministers for External Affairs, Home and Territories, and, finally, Home 
Affairs.  In 1913, as Special Commissioner on Aboriginal Affairs, as well as having been 
Chief Protector in the Territory in 1911, Walter Baldwin Spencer submitted a report on 
proposals for the welfare and development of Aborigines in the North.  Unfortunately, the 
Administrator of the Northern Territory, John Gilruth, extensively modified the report.  
Among Spencer’s recommendations was one supporting the Welfare of Aborigines 
Committee in its desire for the Commonwealth to accept responsibility for all Indigenous 
people in Australia.  Since his participation in the Horn Expedition to Central Australia in 
1894, Spencer had demonstrated a deep interest in Indigenous culture, including that of 
the Tiwi.  Nevertheless, the views he held towards Aborigines were those of social 
Darwinism.  Despite this, as pastoralism spread throughout the Territory, he saw a need 
for large reserves to ensure the continuity of the traditional lifestyle.  This included a 
request that the reserving of the whole of Bathurst Island for the Tiwi be confirmed.  At 
the same time, he believed in the educating of Aboriginal children, and the removal of 
children of non-Aboriginal paternity from their families to prepare them for “eventual 
recognition as Europeans”.22  Again, while arguing the need for compounds in urban 
areas, he proposed strict controls on Aborigines employed in the towns.  In other words, 
                                                 
 
20 The Australian Capital Territory is physically divided into two sections.  The smaller section at Jervis 
Bay, excised from the coast of New South Wales, contains the Aboriginal community of Wreck Bay. 
 
21 Commonwealth Electoral Act, 1902, section 4. 
 
22 Mulvaney, D.J. and Calaby, J.H., ‘So Much That Is New’. Baldwin Spencer 1860-1929, Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press (hereafter MUP), 1985, p. 308.  
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he saw a need for protection and a level of segregation.  Few of Spencer’s proposals were 
put into effect.23  Those that were, required little or no financial input.  
 
As Mulvaney and Calaby point out, Spencer’s recommendations carried “racist overtones 
and were “illiberal”.24  However, the reasons for their demise lay elsewhere.  As 
Administrator, Gilruth was more sympathetic to the needs of the pastoral industry than he 
was to those of the Aborigines.  The Federal Government held similar views.  In 1914, 
Patrick McMahon Glynn, Minister for External Affairs, made the situation clear.  
Aboriginal welfare was not a high priority.25  Indigenous labour took precedence over 
protection of culture or education for assimilation.  As well, the budget accompanying 
Spencer’s proposals was felt to be too expensive.  His recommended reserves, said Attlee 
Hunt, Secretary of the Department of External Affairs, were “suggestions rather for the 
future than for immediate policy”.26  With the advent of World War One, the majority of 
Spencer’s proposals were held in abeyance, doomed never to be implemented.  Instead, 
the Aborigines Department, set up by Spencer, became, to some extent, a minor 
operation.  In 1914, as part of an economic exercise, the duties of Chief Protector had 
been transferred to the Government Secretary.  The Branch was further diminished in 
1916 with the retrenchment of the Chief Inspector of Aborigines.  In the words of 
Rowley, “part of the trouble had been due to disagreements between the anthropologists 
and the administrators”.27   
 
                                                 
23 Ibid, pp. 309-314. 
 
24 Mulvaney and Calaby, op. cit., p. 308.  See Spencer (1913), op. cit., pp. 36-52. 
 
25 COA. PP. 1914, vol. 2, Paper 30: J.M. Glynn, “Northern Territory Outlines of a Policy”, 18 June 1914, 
pp. 665, 675, Glynn announced a drastic cut in the budget of the Aborigines Department, including the 
abolition of the position of Chief Protector.  
 
26 Hunt, Attlee, Memorandum, the Northern Territory of Australia, Melbourne: Government Printer, 1916, 
pp. 50-51.  Mulvaney and Calaby, op. cit., pp. 376-382.  In 1923, Spencer was asked by the government to 
report on the Aboriginal situation in Central Australia.  Again, he was critical of the operations at 
Hermannsburg Mission, as he had been in 1913, and again his recommendations were not acted upon. 
 
27 Rowley, C.D., The Destruction of Aboriginal Society, Canberra: Australian National University Press, 
1970, p. 234.  Rowley does not say who the anthropologists were, although one was clearly Spencer.  
Another could have been Basedow.  Before the mid-1920s, there were few qualified anthropologists 
working in Australia. 
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While those Tiwi working in Darwin would have been aware of personnel changes in the 
Aborigines Branch and the Aboriginal Department, as it was variously called, due to their  
social and educational circumstances, they would have had little, if any understanding of 
the causes for these.  Unlike many mainland Aborigines, those Tiwi who remained in the 
security of their islands were unscathed by the tightening of controls on people living in 
urban and rural camp situations.28  Aborigines were not allowed to enter prohibited areas 
in towns, nor were they allowed to loiter in any municipality or to enter premises used for 
the sale of alcohol or spirits except when employed at that store.  Europeans could not 
enter the camp of Aborigines or “female half-castes” without official permission. 
 
The official attitude towards Spencer’s recommendations is evident in queries raised by 
Hunt.  How long was segregation on reserves to last?  Was anything to be gained by 
delaying inter-racial social contact?  Of deeper significance was Hunt’s third query: “the 
nature and extent of the obligation, that we are under to these people (sic).  Is it an 
obligation to a race including its future still unborn members, or is it an obligation to 
individuals, those who are at present in being?”29  Unfortunately, there is no record of 
Spencer’s reply to Hunt. 
 
In 1919, Glynn, now titled the Minister for Home and Territories, set out the situation for 
Aboriginal administration in the Northern Territory.30  Apart from the salaries of police 
officers, who were all Protectors of Aborigines, the administration cost nearly 6000 
pounds a year.  The Government, said Glynn, was “the legal guardian of every native 
throughout the Territory”.  While provision existed for vast areas of land to be set aside 
for native use only, “no attempt (had) yet been made to segregate the natives in those 
areas”.  No mention was made of actually bringing these provisions into fruition, possibly 
due to the expenditure that would be involved in operating new reserves.31  Funding was 
apparently available for welfare services in other areas.  An aim of the administration was 
                                                 
28 Aborigines Ordinance 1918, sections 17-18, 48-49, 51. 
 
29 Mulvaney and Calaby, op. cit., p. 313. 
 
30 “Aboriginal Control. In Papua and Australia”.  In The South Australian Register (hereafter SAR), 
30/6/1919. 
 
31 Glynn (1914), op. cit., stated the proposed reserves “would involve an annual expenditure of about 2000 
pounds”. 
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to prepare those Aborigines who came into contact with Europeans to be self-supporting.  
Glynn acknowledged that compensation was due to the Aborigines for the European 
intrusion into their “domain”, and that it was necessary for the Government to ensure that 
“the natives suffer from these changes in as small a degree as possible.”32   
 
Several points arise from Glynn’s statement.  As indicated above, he referred briefly to 
the availability of land for Aboriginal reserves.  As we have seen, the matter of reserves 
had been emphasised by Spencer after his study of the Aboriginal situation in the 
Northern Territory in 1912.33  Spencer was concerned about the effects of contact 
between the Indigenous groups and Europeans as large areas of land in the Territory were 
taken up by pastoral interests.  However, as Glynn re-iterated, the establishment of the 
reserves was to be gradual, apparently for financial reasons.  Glynn also mentioned 
compensation being due to the Aborigines for dispossession.  Whether he was referring to 
outright cash payments or compensation through practical assistance by way of subsidies 
to missions and government-sponsored programs is difficult to establish.34  The 
Government’s policy of preparing Aborigines for European style self-sufficiency, 
however, carries overtones of at least economic assimilation.   
 
Protectors or Prosecutors? 
Despite Glynn’s statement, the operations and practices of the Aborigines Branch of the 
Northern Territory were far from that envisaged by Baldwin Spencer.  In 1919, the duties 
of the Chief Protector were assumed by the officer in charge of the Northern Territory 
Mounted Police.35  For some years police officers had been appointed as Protectors of 
Aborigines.  Such a practice might be sound financially, but in practice it led to problems.  
As a protector, an officer had a responsibility to look to the well-being of Aborigines.  
Yet in 1920, the Royal Commission on the Northern Territory heard that police-protectors 
                                                 
32 Ibid. 
 
33 Spencer (1913), op. cit., indicates Spencer’s concern about the Indigenous community and his view on 
the needs for a number of reserves. 
 
34 In view of the attitude of present day political comments about land matters, the removal of children and 
proposals for compensation, such a comment must be considered unusual for 1919. 
 
35 At the time, the officer-in-charge of the police carried the rank of Inspector.  In 1923 the position of 
Commissioner was created, but this was abolished in 1927. From then until the early 1930s, when the rank 
of Superintendent was initiated, the position reverted to that of Inspector. 
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were fathering part-Aboriginal children for whom they did not care.36  In later years, 
Thomson reported on a system under which a police officer had to arrest Aboriginal law-
breakers and to ensure their prosecution in court, while as a protector he entered a plea of 
guilty on their behalf, thereby denying any common law rights they had.37   
 
Furthermore, in the first 30 years of the twentieth century there were many instances of 
physical conflict occurring between remote Aborigines and the police, and until the 
1950s, police officers were involved in the removal of children of mixed descent.38  In the 
1930s, several children of mixed descent in the Tiwi Islands were seized by police 
officers.  The reality of such actions stands in contrast to a comment by Glynn that 
Aborigines “practically all know that they may look to a Government officer, wherever 
situated, for help in any trouble that may occur.”39  In most areas of the Northern 
Territory in 1919 the only such officer was a police trooper.   
 
Protection and restriction became part of the legislation controlling Aborigines in the 
Northern Territory in 1911, following the precedent set by all of the States except 
Tasmania.  Initially, the Northern Territory was administered by the Department of 
External Affairs, as was the Territory of Papua. In the late nineteenth century Sir William 
MacGregor, administrator and then Lieutenant Governor of British New Guinea (Papua), 
following British colonial principles, considered “that the native inhabitant was a 
potential citizen with rights to be protected until he was in a position to assert them for 
himself.”40  The administration in Papua contrasted sharply with that of Indigenous 
                                                 
36 Memo by J.T. Beckett, formerly Chief Inspector of Aborigines, 17/4/1917, quoted in Commonwealth of 
Australia, Royal Commission on the Northern Territory, 1920, Minutes of Evidence, Q. 2050, p. 77, Q. 
2091, p. 79. In Woodley, op. cit., p. 28. 
 
37 Thomson, D.F., “‘Justice’ for Aborigines - Shocking Travesty”. In The Herald, Melbourne, 28/12/1946.  
Thomson cites a case, in the 1930s, in which Aborigines, accused of illegally possessing beef, appeared 
before a Justice of the Peace who was himself a cattleman. 
 
38 The last recorded massacres of large numbers of Aborigines involved mounted police in the Kimberleys 
in 1926 and Central Australia in 1928.  See (a) Wood, G.T., Report of the Royal Commission of Inquiry 
into the Alleged Killing and Burning of Bodies of Aborigines in East Kimberley and Into Police Methods 
when Effecting Arrest, Western Australia. Votes and Proceedings, Legislative Council, no. 3, 1927; (b) 
Commonwealth of Australia. Findings of Board of Enquiry Concerning the Killing of Natives in Central 
Australia by Police Parties and others and Concerning Other Matters, 18/1/1929. 
 
39 SAR, op. cit.  
 
40 Rowley (1970), op. cit., p. 223. 
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agencies in remote Australia where the view was that traditional Aborigines on the 
Australian frontier were a dying race.  Professional anthropology in Australia was in its 
infancy.  The rich culture of these remote people was yet to be researched and 
demonstrated to politicians and public servants.  Consequently, the recognition of “native 
custom” in “native regulations” as practised in Papua, and later in New Guinea, was not 
taken into consideration by the administration of the Northern Territory.41
 
Federal and Legal Responsibility  
From at least 1913, Baldwin Spencer saw benefit in the Federal Government accepting 
responsibility for all Aborigines and Islanders in the Commonwealth.42  In voicing this 
opinion he shared earlier calls by The Australian Board of Missions, the Association for 
the Protection of the Native Races of Australasia and Polynesia, and that made by the 
Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science in 1913.43  Unfortunately, with 
the advent of World War One, public interest in Indigenous welfare dissipated and did not 
re-awaken until about 1928.  In the meantime, in the opening months of 1919 the Tiwi 
slowly adapted themselves, to varying degrees, to the foreign cultures to which they were 
now exposed.   
 
Many traditional customs remained strong, however.  One of these was the practice of 
retribution when somebody was killed or considered to have died an unnatural death. 
Two accidental deaths, one in or about 1917, and another in 1934, involved the use of 
firearms.  In the first instance, Mariano Munkara mortally wounded a man named 
Murukatsi while the two were hunting.44  The wounded man died in a canoe while being 
transported to Nguiu.  A number of Tiwi gathered outside the mission house in which 
Mariano had taken refuge.  Meeting in the bush, after Gsell refused to hand Mariano over 
to them,  the men decided that “the killer” and the priest, if necessary, should die.  Father 
                                                                                                                                                  
 
41 Ibid, pp. 223, 228-229. 
 
42 The Advertiser, op. cit. 
 
43 Attwood and Markus, op cit., pp. 5-6.  The Association for the Protection of the Native Races of 
Australasia and Polynesia later became the Association for the Protection of Native Races. 
 
44 Pilling (1957), op. cit., p. 349, cites Murukatsi as the name of the victim.  At this distance in time, it is 
not clear whether this is the correct spelling of the name or not.  
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Gsell received a warning of the decision.  The government launch carrying the 
Administrator of  
the Territory, John Gilruth, and Judge Bevan arrived at the mission before the Tiwi 
returned to Nguiu.  With the priest, Gilruth and Bevan met with the mission’s Indigenous 
community.  Bevan forbade any men to carry firearms for one year, and he warned them 
not to harm Mariano under threat of legal execution.45  
 
Joe Cooper and the Iwaidja had left the islands three years previously, but the Tiwi 
experience now encompassed the mission station, the sawmillers on Melville Island, 
European law, and the intriguing but socially dangerous attractions of Darwin.  In 
Darwin, the Indigenous residents, permanent and transient, were still seen as problems by 
the Territory Administration, as they had been in Spencer’s day.  These problems 
included the effects of opium and alcohol on Aborigines in the town, the requests for 
Indigenous women by European and Chinese men, and the state of the camps of 
Aborigines who did not live in Kahlin compound.46  Kahlin had been established to rid 
Darwin of its fringe camps.  However, some people still preferred to camp away from 
Kahlin.  On another level, through those of their number who had elected to work on the 
mainland with the Coopers, the Tiwi were learning more about the tribal groupings of the 
Cobourg Peninsula and the buffalo country around the Alligator Rivers.   
 
The Destructive Power of a Cyclone 
The Tiwi who were home in the islands on 5 March 1919 felt the force of a cyclone and 
an accompanying tidal wave that came in the night.  Little is known about the effect upon 
the Tiwi who resided away from the mission.  The cyclone brought death to at least one 
infant who was drowned while his mother was attempting to swim across a creek with 
him.47  The mission was virtually demolished.  In the words of Paw Paw Puruntatameri, 
an elder,  
I remember ‘im alright; ‘im proper big wind and plenty winga (sea).  He come  
                                                 
45 Ibid; Gsell (unpublished MS), op. cit., pp. 157-158.  The 1934 incident will be looked at in  
Chapter 2. 
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strong at night.  They both come together.  Morning come and I see big water all  
over.  Nothing standing, trees or buildings.  Pigs, goats, fowls are dead.  Garden  
finished.  Everything all gone.48
 
The destruction of the garden and the escape of the cattle into the bush were serious 
blows to Gsell’s aim of establishing Nguiu as an educational and industrial training centre 
for the Tiwi.  In arguing for financial support from the Catholic Church in Australia 
following an inspection of the mission in 1917, Rev. Edward Nouyoux had stated that 
cultivation on the station was still on a small scale, being carried out with “hoes and 
niggers’ hands”.49  Not being a man in the mould of Gsell, Nouyoux thought in terms of 
immediate evangelisation rather than training.  Looking at conversion work among the 
Tiwi, he had no doubt that enough sweet potatoes, yams and taro could be grown to feed 
all who wanted to live on the mission, if more land could be cleared and cultivated.  
Money was required, he wrote, to allow such development to occur, including for the 
purchase of a horse and plough.50  His argument, however, did not result in assistance 
from the Australian Church.51   
 
Gaining Respect 
For his part, Gsell acknowledged that there were serious obstacles to any efforts to 
introduce “Christianity and civilisation” to the Islanders.52  He realised that while 
Indigenous culture and beliefs may seem worthless to Europeans, they were meaningful 
to the Aborigines concerned and were part of their lives.  It would be hard to compensate 
                                                                                                                                                  
 
46 Report of the Administrator for the Years 1915-16 and 1916-17, op. cit., p. 1152.  Powell, Alan, Far 
Country, Melbourne: MUP, 1988 (henceforth Powell 1988a), pp. 161-163, and Reid, Gordon, A Picnic 
With The Natives, Melbourne: MUP, 1990, p. 193, describe the situation in Spencer’s day. 
 
47 Gsell, F.X., The Bishop With 150 Wives, Sydney: AR, 1956 (1956), p. 126.  
48 Pye, John, The Tiwi Islands, Darwin: J.R. Coleman/Catholic Missions, 1977, p. 39. 
 
49 Missionaries of the Sacred Heart (MSC) Archives (hereafter MSCA): Report, E. Nouyoux, apparently to 
the MSC Provincial, Sydney, 5/6/1917, p. 3. 
 
50 Ibid, pp. 5-6. Ibid, pp. 5-6. 
 
51 Gsell to Apostolic Delegate, op. cit., p. 4. 
 
52 Ibid.  
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native people for the loss of their land, he argued, and it would be harder still to 
compensate them for the loss of their traditional customs.  The work towards change  
would therefore have to be carried out gradually and with tact.  Moreover, the Tiwi saw 
themselves as superior to Europeans and considered that they owed allegiance to nobody.  
Gsell realised that he had to gain the confidence of the Islanders and to practise charity 
towards them as they did among themselves.53  In other words, he recognised the value of 
Tiwi customs, and in his view there was a need for cultural change to occur gradually 
rather than in a rush, as had occurred in some other parts of the continent.54  From a 
spiritual point of view, Gsell realised that although he had the goodwill of the older 
Islanders, he saw the way to Christianising the people was through the children.  Such a 
process of change must necessarily be a slow one, as instruction in the Christian faith 
could not simply be an imposition of knowledge by the missionaries.  Rather, “the old 
ways must be left intact as far as possible”.55  The missionaries, Gsell argued, must know 
the people and their customs, and gain the respect of the Tiwi.  Furthermore, he 
established the principle that there would be no baptisms without the candidates receiving 
and understanding the faith they were about to enter.  People were not to be pressurised 
into conversion; rather, any requests for baptism must come from the Tiwi of their own 
accord.56  Despite his feelings about child brides and polygamous marriages, Gsell, it 
seems, would agree with Elkin, who pointed out that missionaries could see evil in 
Indigenous customs and practices if they had no understanding of “…the moral and social  
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55 NMA: “MSC in NT Day 11, Session 11, undated (1970s), J. McGrath: “Early Method on Bathurst 
Island” (taken from a taped interview with John Leary, August, 1975), p. 1.  O’Grady, Frank, Francis of 
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56 Ibid.  Mulvaney and Calaby, op. cit., p. 301, state that (in 1912) “Gsell’s elementary yet tentative 
anthropological approach towards first comprehending Aboriginal culture and language, in order to 
transform it, gained Spencer’s grudging approval”.  Spencer’s correspondence, they wrote, contains many 
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Spencer comments that “Father Gsell is a fine man and if any denomination can do good amongst the 
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laws and the religious sanctions and beliefs of the people amongst whom they elect to 
form a mission…”.57  
 
At the same time, Gsell saw a need for the mission to be self-supporting if it was to be 
successful.  A subsidy of 250 pounds a year was received from the Government.  Nguiu 
was more fortunate than Hermannsburg Mission, in Central Australia, which, due to its 
cattle sales, lost its subsidy of 300 pounds for six years from 1917.58  At Nguiu, some 
income also came from stock, timber, pearl shell and agriculture, indicating the types of 
industry the Tiwi workers were engaged in late 1920.59   
 
“Wives” and Institutionalisation – the Debate 
By the late 1920s also, 12 families had settled on the station, while 21 girls, who had been 
offered to Gsell, had been acquired by him in exchange for trade goods, in each instance 
to the value of two pounds. These goods comprised a bag of flour, a blanket, a tomahawk, 
a knife, a mirror, a billycan, a pipe, 10 sticks of tobacco, glass beads, some yards of red 
calico, and tins of bully beef and treacle.60  Of people offering him their daughters or 
promised wives, Gsell wrote, “their whole demeanour seemed to show that they were 
conquered and that they would give anything to get such treasure”.61   
 
To some people in the wider community, however, the acquiring of girls was open to 
criticism.  As Gsell explained, “I have been severely criticised for my policy of buying 
these girls by critics who do not know the facts.  The girls are saved from a life of misery 
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and slavery”.62  This statement exemplifies the western view of the time that arranged 
polygamous marriages were far removed from the ideal of a free European union.63  
Father Gsell saw himself as enabling the girls in question to escape the rigours of what 
was perceived as an intolerable situation, and the girls themselves when they grew up did 
not attempt to seek to marry the men they were originally promised to.  At Kunmunya, in 
the West Kimberley, Rev. J.R.B. Love, saw an advantage for old women in the 
polygamous unions.  Nevertheless, witnessing the treatment inflicted on wives by older 
husbands, he was opposed to polygamy as every “Christian white man” was. 64
 
Father Richard Docherty, pioneer missionary at Port Keats in the 1930s, summed up the 
view of the circumstances of the matter as seen from the Christian point of view:  
 
Missionaries have been accused of encouraging forced marriages, simply because 
the marriages in the mission are not according to native usage.  If missionaries 
encouraged native-arranged marriages, it would be a real encouragement of forced 
marriage, as in such marriages the girls have no say whatsoever, while in 
Christian marriage she determined the marriage herself.  In other words she 
marries the man of her own choice instead of becoming the unwilling wife of 
some old man already having one or more wives.65
 
On the other hand, although Rev. T.T. Webb, a famous missionary in Arnhem Land, 
recognised polygamy as being “highly repugnant”, he felt that it did not “constitute a  
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sufficient reason for (Europeans) regarding it as being necessarily evil”.66  The system, 
Webb points out, grew out of the hunter-gatherer economy, the women being essential to 
the provision of food for the family.  Hart, too, saw the development of the “large 
multiple-wife household” of the Tiwi “as essentially their own evolutionary solution to 
the problem of finding the most efficient unit of food production”.67     
 
Father Gsell therefore became an instrument of change in Tiwi society despite his 
intention of not making a direct attack upon the island culture but to patiently wait for the 
Tiwi to accept concepts of western culture at their own behest.68  
 
In more recent years, academic interpretation of Gsell’s action has been somewhat 
critical.  Sue Crawford sees the “expansion of the ‘buying of women’” as “a prime 
example of the mission exercising its greater material wealth to achieve its own ends at 
the expense of the less informed native”.69  Gsell, states Beverley Blaskett, “took 
advantage of the Aborigines’ desire for European goods, and the traditional practice of 
‘selling’ brides”.70  Tony Scanlon, too, is critical of Gsell’s “purchases”, which he states 
were made with “the connivance of the then Commissioner of the Northern Territory, Dr. 
Gilruth”.71  Crawford, Blaskett and Scanlon base their criticism on Gsell’s book, The 
Bishop With 150 Wives.72  Despite his respect for the Tiwi, Gsell did tend to use 
ethnocentric language in his writing, a matter raised by Scanlon.  Also, due to his 
advanced age at the time of writing, the occasional error did creep into his book, such as 
the year in which the first   
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“purchase” of a girl occurred.73  Allowance must also be made for changes to the original 
text as the book was translated from English into French and then back into English in 
Europe.  Furthermore, material available in Gsell’s unpublished manuscript does not 
appear in the book.  One must therefore go beyond The Bishop With 150 Wives if a more 
rigorous understanding of the “buying of women” is to be gained, as is done below. 
 
It must be acknowledged that Gsell did place conditions on four young men who wished 
to take as wives, girls “purchased” by Gsell to resolve a prolonged and unresolved dispute  
 
over their future.  It is difficult to clarify the actual time of this incident that stretched 
over several years.  Called upon to help resolve the future of five wives and a baby who 
was a promised wife of a deceased man, Gsell offered to buy them, even though this cut 
deep into his resources.74 The four younger wives sought to marry men in their own age 
group.  Although these would not be Church unions, the missionary demanded three 
requirements of the men before he married them.  These were, that any promised wives 
they possessed under the customary system be sold to the mission, that monogamy be 
practised, and all children born from the Christian unions be baptised.75  When the first 
Christian union took place in 1927 the husband was likewise requested to sell his several 
promised wives to Gsell, that is the same regulations were placed on those united in 
Church and non-Church marriages.76  As will be shown, the situation must be looked at in 
respect of the vast majority of the girls and women obtained by Father Gsell between 
about 1915 and early 1938.  This majority numbered 130 or slightly more. 
 
The mission gained from the acquisition of girls, most, if not all, of them, being baptised 
at some stage in their lives.  A small number died as infants or young girls.  Most, 
however, married into monogamous unions.  For, as Vera Krastins points out, 
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Father Gsell introduced a revolutionary concept into their way of life by 
encouraging these women to think of themselves as free and able to marry whom-
soever they wished, for they were not to serve Gsell in the traditional manner.77
 
Traditionally, Tiwi men could marry their paternal half sisters who had different totems to 
the brothers through different mothers.78  No doubt this was a point of concern for the 
missionary.  From the late 1920s, Gsell also saw his “purchases” as saving the girls from 
being involved in prostitution with the Asian lugger crews.  As well, a comparatively 
small number of those girls obtained by him through his own approach to the Tiwi 
families concerned or through the offer of sale by such families, were the result of that 
prostitution.  In such cases, Gsell saw the girls as being saved from being neglected in the 
bush. No matter the view taken of the “purchases”, there is no denying that whatever the 
priest’s intentions were, they resulted in social change among the Tiwi. 
 
Having acquired “wives”, Gsell placed those old enough in a dormitory.  Several points 
of clarification about this system are necessary.  Although the girls were ensured a 
continuity of their hunting and gathering techniques through access to the bush at 
weekends, and association with their parents who could visit them at the dormitory, their 
formative years were nevertheless changed to a semi-European lifestyle.  Blaskett has 
asserted that Gsell’s “method of formation” of the children was to separate them “from 
their families as far as possible”.79  In Gsell’s view, however,  
 
the fact is never lost sight of that total segregation of children from parents is not 
necessarily in the best interests of either.  In view of this it has been the practice 
since the beginning to allow a certain amount of freedom to the parents…in the 
matter of association with their children.80   
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The boys, as mentioned earlier, left school if they so desired.  As for the girls, their 
parents could take them away from the mission to their own country for up to a month.  In 
the late 1930s it was recorded that the parents always returned their daughters to the 
dormitory.81  In later years, at least, the girls also stayed with their parents at weekends.82
 
The acquiring of girls was not a pre-designed scheme.  Nor did it operate on a regular 
basis over the years until Gsell’s departure from Nguiu in 1938.  In the words of historian 
Ted Docker, it was “more by accident than design”.83  From Gsell’s writings it is clear 
that, apart from a few occasions when he saw necessity as forcing his hand, he bought 
girls as his “wives” when they were offered to him.  Occasionally, due to dwindling 
resources or because of social implications related to the persons concerned, he had to 
either give deep consideration to the proposed “sale” or decline the offer altogether.84  As 
for the mission exercising “its greater material wealth” to achieve its aims “at the expense 
of the less informed native”, as suggested by Crawford, initial purchase came about 
through an approach to Gsell by a girl who did not wish to marry her arranged spouse, an 
older man who already possessed other wives.85  The husband did not have to accept 
Gsell’s offer to buy the girl, but he did so, he and his companions no doubt captivated by 
the trade goods offered.  The husbands and parents who subsequently sought to sell 
babies, older girls and even the occasional woman of mature age, did so of their own free 
will out of their desire for trade goods.  Moreover, the trade was a variation on their own 
custom of negotiation and “payment” in the acquiring of wives.86   
 
Dr. Frank McCann observed the situation on Bathurst Island in the early 1930s.  In his 
view of the sale of girls to the mission,  
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the (customary) marriage laws were complicated, and many besides the parents 
had a vested interest in the children, so each transaction was not simple.  As well 
as the parents, the person to whom the child would eventually belong as a wife, 
and even someone who would have the right to her children, had to be paid to 
transfer their rights, the payment generally being made not with money but with 
such everyday commodities as flour and tobacco.87
 
In commenting on Gsell’s “buying” the girls, Docker suggested that “the Tewi (sic) found 
it strangely moving that the white man after ten years on the island should thus indicate 
his respect for native custom”.88  In other words, to the Tiwi it was an economic exercise.  
In the years before World War Two, goods to the value of two pounds were not 
insignificant in monetary terms, especially in the eyes of people of a non-western 
background.  As Docker noted, “the kinsfolk especially were rapturous that a European 
should have thought one of their daughters worth so high a price”.89  Gsell could have 
profited financially from his purchases, such as when a Chinese man wished to buy a girl, 
but the priest’s principles and honesty dictated otherwise.90  In another instance, Gsell 
declined to sell a girl back to her promised husband for a much larger price than that he, 
the missionary, had originally paid for her.91
 
As for acting with the connivance of the Administrator (not Commissioner) of the 
Northern Territory, Dr. John Gilruth, the Administrator, was told of the circumstances of 
the first “purchases” by Father Gsell before or during 1918.  When a telegram was 
received from the Minister in Canberra requesting an explanation for “the buying of girls 
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at Bathurst Island”, Gilruth was able to advise the Minister of the situation.92  In addition, 
the priest had to explain his actions to his own Church.93
 
It is suggested that through the trade, Gsell was “able to keep unmarried girls at the 
mission”.94  While this is partly correct, there were many girls across the islands who 
were not offered to the mission.  Furthermore, in the case of babies and infants being 
procured, they were left with the parents until they were old enough to enter the girls’ 
dormitory.  Although the verbal “agreements” at the time of the “sale” were usually 
adhered to by the Tiwi, there were a few occasions when problems did occur, perhaps 
indicating that tradition over-ruled change.  Topsy Ungaraminingamo, the first girl 
acquired by Father Gsell, and her husband Argau Portaminni had a young daughter, 
Elizabeth, forcibly taken from them by a man who fell into the category of son-in-law to 
Topsy under customary law.  He claimed Elizabeth as his rightful spouse even though she 
had been christened.  When Gsell sent Topsy and Argau to retrieve their daughter it was 
two years before they were able to do so.95   
 
In the second instance, two girls, aged about nine, both of whom had been sold to Gsell, 
were on holidays with their families in Mandiupi, Melville Island.  Rather than being 
returned to the mission station, they were retained by the band to be married according to 
tradition.  Despite the hostility of the band towards him, lay missionary Pat Ritchie 
returned the girls to Nguiu. 96  This incident demonstrates that cultural change in relation 
to marital customs had not fully permeated throughout the islands to any recognisable 
extent.  
 
                                                 
92 Gsell (unpublished MS), op. cit., p. 175.
 
93 Gsell (1956) op. cit., pp.106.
 
94 Blaskett, op. cit. , p. 160.
 
95 Gsell (unpublished MS), op. cit., pp. 169-171.  The age of Elizabeth at this time is not known.  Nguiu 
Baptismal Register Entry No. 134 = Elizabeth was born in about 1920 and baptised on 15/8/1927. 
 
96 Ritchie, Pat, North of the Never Never, Sydney: AR, 1934, pp. 39-52.  Ritchie was lay missionary at 
Nguiu from 1930 to 1934.  See “4 Years at Mission.  Farmer’s Work in the North”.  In The Herald, 
Melbourne, 19/3/1934.  Ritchie is incorrectly referred to as “Frank Ritchie”. 
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The parents or promised husbands of these girls saw themselves as offering the 
youngsters to Gsell to be his “wives”.  Gsell, for his part, saw the transactions as saving 
the girls from arranged marriages to much older men.  Instead, as he said, “When the girls 
are fifteen I marry them to young bucks of their choice from among the mission boys”.97  
As Gsell told Father Dick Docherty, “the woman in any case was always certain to 
suffer”.98  The young men, too, were happy, said Gsell, since they did not have to wait ten 
or fifteen years for a promised spouse.99  Culturally, however, over the decades such 
marriages eroded the power base of the older men, each of whom sought to become “big 
men” through their accumulation of wives, as well as the inclusion of yet unmarried 
daughters and sisters, and perhaps a widowed mother in his camp.100  From the discussion 
that occurred, the Tiwi realised how they were affecting their customs when some 
allowed their sons to attend school or traded their daughters or promised wives to 
Gsell.101
 
Waiting for Converts 
Although Father Gsell’s principle was one of Tiwi baptisms having to be voluntary, 
where possible he baptised people in danger of death,.102  He also christened infants at the 
request of their parents.103  Apart from Tiwi youngsters baptised in danger of death, the 
first Tiwi child of school age to become a voluntary candidate for baptism did so in 1923.  
She was also the first of the girls traded to Gsell to be christened and the first to be 
married in a Church.104  Despite the priest’s tolerance of their culture and his intention to 
                                                 
97 Daily Express, op. cit.
 
98 Docherty, op. cit., p. 1.  Rev. Richard Docherty established the mission at Port Keats following a period 
of attacks upon Europeans and Asians in the Daly River - Fitzmaurice River area in the 1920s and early 
1930s.
 
99 Ibid, p. 2.
100 Hart and Pilling, op. cit., pp. 52-53.
 
101 Morris (2001), op. cit., pp. 117, 119.  
 
102 Nguiu Church Baptismal Register:  Apart from several part-Aborigines, 34 Tiwi infants and adults were 
baptised in danger of death up to the end of 1924.  If Father Gsell held to his policy, he would have sought 
family approval before conducting such baptisms. 
 
103 Ibid.  In addition to those baptised in danger of death, 39 infants were christened between 1917 and 
1924.  As families settled at Nguiu or visited the mission regularly they became aware of Christian 
doctrines and a number, but not all, sought baptism for their children..  
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move slowly in introducing change to the Tiwi, his ultimate aim was to “civilise” them 
and to convert them to Christianity.  There is no doubt that the more girls and women 
offered to Father Gsell, the greater the influence the mission gained over part of the Tiwi 
community.  Moreover, realism dictates that the giving of permission by some parents for 
their children to attend school, the requests for infants to be baptised and the trading of 
girls, perhaps unwittingly, hastened the movement to conversion and the adoption of 
some western values. 
 
Cultural Substitution – From Customary Unions to Western Marriages  
Under Gsell’s principle of no handouts, goods were not provided to the Tiwi unless they 
had been worked for.  By 1923, work among the Islanders was progressing slowly, with 
about 50 people camped in the vicinity of the station at any given time, although this 
number sometimes rose to over one hundred.  After several months of working for rations 
they mostly returned to their own “countries” for ceremonies or to take part in feuds.  
After a while, the urge for tobacco in particular resulted in a return to the mission for 
another period of work.105  The desire for European goods became a tool for cultural 
change.  The real beginning of such change, however, is seen in the fact that by 1923, 20 
young couples had been married, the wives being among those purchased by Gsell.  
Before their marriages, most of the girls had received some schooling and domestic 
training from the several nuns on the mission.  The young men, in the main, had also 
attended school on the mission with the approval of their parents.  Although many years 
were to pass before the traditional system of marriage was largely supplanted, the concept 
of European-style unions of couples of about the same age range was already established 
by these early marriages.  Nevertheless, the elders still retained a small level of control in 
the marriages, each partner in a union having to fit into the customary totemic system for 
an approved marriage.  The first couples to be married in a European style were not 
united in a normal Church service, as Father Gsell, as a Catholic clergyman, could not 
then marry non-Christians in a church wedding.  Instead, when approached by couples in 
                                                                                                                                                  
104 Ibid. Therese Rose Munkara was christened on 24 June 1923.  It is not known whether parental approval 
was received for the baptism, but it is to be expected that this did occur.
105 Northern Territory. Report of Administrator for the Year Ended 30th June, 1923, Melbourne: 
Government Printer, 1924, p. 25.
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this situation seeking to be married he solemnised the unions in a non-Church ceremony 
of his own making.106   
 
A new form of union between Tiwi spouses came with the first church wedding between 
younger members of the community on 8 February 1927.107  Gsell ensured that the event 
was memorable for the couple by providing a feast and equipping a small home built by 
the groom.  Perhaps inadvertently, he made the marriage a moment of importance in the 
eyes of the Tiwi.  Whichever way, by the early 1930s other young Tiwi couples were 
enjoying the same privilege, although, it is reported, a housing programme for newly 
marrieds commenced in about 1930 was not a success.108   At least one couple, as pointed 
out by Father John Cosgrove, were “above average in intelligence as natives go; they 
have had favors not enjoyed by all…they have been well trained in domestic arts.”109  
Yet, with a large family, this couple, while initially residing in a mission built house, 
spent most of their married lives living in inferior accommodation on a beach at Nguiu.  
Various reasons have been put forward for the failure of this step in the assimilation 
process, such as, “the houses were too dirty”, or “became centres for gambling”, or “were 
occupied by many relatives as well as the actual householders”, or, more simply, “the 
timberwork was attacked by termites”.  Whatever the truth, it appears that these young 
Tiwi were not yet prepared for such a level of cultural transformation. 
 
No matter which way the young couples were married, formally or informally, however, 
the break with the customary system of promised brides was another step on the way to 
the eventual acceptance of the European norm in this area by most Tiwi.  The first 
                                                 
106 Gsell (1956), op. cit., p. 87.  My research shows that at least 15 couples were married in non-Church 
ceremonies between about 1917 and 1938.  They are not entered in the Nguiu Church Marriage Register, 
indicating that perhaps they were not formal in the European tradition of the time.  The first formal 
marriage of two non-Christian Tiwi listed in the Marriage Register is Entry No. 28, in 1939.  
 
107 Nguiu Church Marriage Register, Entry No. 7.  Noel Topumetemeri Pungalaiamirri, aged about 18, 
married Rosy Munkara, aged approximately 15 years.  The previous marriages in the church were between 
Filipino men and part-Aboriginal women from the mainland.   
 
108 Cosgrove, Father John, Housing on Bathurst Island from 1911 to 1960, typescript, 1960, p. 4 Although 
the first Church wedding took place in 1929, the newly married couple moved into a small home built by 
the groom.  Possibly the housing programme commenced with the second wedding in 1930. 
 
109 Ibid. 
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bridegroom, Noel Topumetemeri Pungalaiamirri, was exposed to the wider world when 
he accompanied Father Gsell to Sydney for the 1934 Eucharistic Congress. 
 
The road to cultural adaptation is seen also in the schooling of the children left on the 
mission for this purpose.  An average of 25 Tiwi children and ten children of mixed 
descent from the mainland attended school.  While, on the whole, the island children were 
bright, their European education suffered by their being periodically taken from the 
mission by their parents.110
 
Aggressiveness to Friendliness 
Away from the mission also, the gradual process of cultural change continued for some 
Tiwi. Although Vestey Brothers had held two pastoral leases covering the whole of 
Melville Island since 1915, the British based company had not used or developed the 
island in any way.  During and after Joe Cooper’s time on Melville Island, several timber 
getting licences were issued to individuals who exported logs and sawn timber to Darwin.  
Although he was now working on the mainland, Cooper invested in the Melville Island 
Timber Company.  Like its predecessors, in the years after World War One the company 
moved across the island, setting up a succession of sawmills, the localities of which were 
recorded in the oral history of older Tiwi.111  The previous aggressive attitude towards 
outsiders had dissipated.  If disputes between the timber getters and the Tiwi did break 
out, these were very occasional and of a personal nature.  For instance, Cardo (Kartu) 
Kerinaiua, who operated the sawmill boiler clashed with Len Thompson, one of the 
company partners.  After Thompson knocked Cardo down, the diminutive Tiwi threw a 
spear at Thompson’s hut.112  In the years after World War One, a lone European woman, 
                                                 
110 Report of the Administrator, 1923, op. cit., pp. 25-26.
 
111 Interviews with Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 30/5/1964, Topsy Piantiringilla, Nguiu, 3/6/1964, Bismark 
Kerinaiua and Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 18/6/1964, indicate that sawmills operated in at least ten 
localities across the island until some date in the 1920s.  These localities include Tuyu, Paru, Tingeyunga, 
Millaminga, Tjerechee, Yatipungawa and Yettipungarilla. 
 
112 Interview with Cardo (Kartu) Kerinaiua, Paru, 1/4/1963.  This dispute occurred soon after World War 
One or thereabouts.  This is the only reference to a dispute with the timber cutters narrated to me. 
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who lived on the island for a short time, spoke of enjoying the friendship of Tiwi people 
who worked in or visited the timber camps.113    
 
The Adoption of European Names – The Modification Expands 
Since the establishment of a relationship between sections of the Tiwi society and Joe 
Cooper, the path to accommodation had unconsciously developed in another way.  The 
Islander names of a few Tiwi were replaced in common use by adopted names such as 
Cooper, Old Cooper and Paddy Cooper.  At Nguiu, the Filipino workers introduced a new 
dimension into the equation, conferring Spanish names on some of the Tiwi.  Santiago, 
Lopez, Fernando, Mariano and Antonio became new and acceptable forms of 
identification for these men.  Association with the timber getters led to other Tiwi 
assuming new names such as Johnson and Sam Green, the names of several of the 
sawmillers.  Another Islander obtained his surname Geranium from the survey vessel 
HMAS Geranium on which he was employed in the 1920s.114  In the coming years, a few 
other Tiwi returned to the islands with surnames they had taken from people who 
employed them in Darwin.  Thus, names such as Wilson, Hocking, and Haritos became 
family surnames in place of the more traditional ones.  As individual Tiwi gradually 
offered themselves for baptism, such people became identified by European and Biblical 
names consigned to them at their Christenings.  Nevertheless, the customary bestowing of 
Tiwi names continued. 
 
Increasing Sedentariness 
For a number of Tiwi, the mission was now an attraction.  By 1927, between 700 and 800 
people visited the station occasionally, while an average of over 100 and up to 300 
Islanders lived there.115  Food remained the main attraction, although, due to the 
availability of bush foods, no Tiwi, except those residing permanently on the station, was 
                                                 
113 “Women’s Territory goes down memory lane for the 150th anniversary of the first settlement in the 
North”. In Northern Territory News (henceforth NTN), 23/9/1974.  Mrs. Delores Flynn, whose husband 
was a member of the Melville Island Timber Company in the post World War One years, incorrectly 
claimed to be the first European women to live on the island.  The first such women were the small number 
of female residents at Fort Dundas in the 1820s. 
 
114 Interview with Mickey Tanamatjimiri Geranium Warlapiinni, Paru, 13/8/1963.  NAA: MP1049/7, 
712/205/621, “Employment of Natives by R.A.N. - Darwin”, relates to the employment of Aborigines on 
HMAS Geranium and HMAS Moresby during the 1920s and 1930s. 
 
115 NAA: A431/1, 51/1294, op. cit., Annual Report on the Mission on Bathurst Island, 1927, p. 2.
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entirely dependent on the mission.  For the permanent residents, native foods were not so 
easily accessible as the area around was virtually denuded of such items.  Time spent at 
the station, visiting timber camps or working on the mainland meant that for sections of 
the Tiwi community the customary calendar of practices and events was being disrupted, 
if not being gradually abandoned.  The presence of the mission station did nothing to stop 
this erosion of former ways.  
 
Despite his ideal of interfering with the culture as little as possible, Gsell reported in 1927 
that, 
 
The influence of missionary work is being felt more thoroughly both among adults 
and children, and some of their customs, especially those smacking with cruelty 
and immorality, are gradually being dropped(,) thieving is not nearly so prevalent 
as it used to be, and tribal fights are becoming very rare. 116
 
In his view, then, Father Gsell saw a need for the Islanders to conform with acceptable 
European morals and habits.  He displayed deep concern for child brides, seeing this as an 
unnatural and brutal custom.117  As will be seen, he held in similar regard the prostituting 
of girls and women to Asian lugger crews, considering this to be cruel and degrading.118  
He saw “free” marriages between young Tiwi as countering the “extreme polygamy” of 
the Tiwi Islands, such unions being greater than those practised among mainland 
groups.119  An observation of the treatment of Tiwi wives in the late 1930s, although 
made from a European perspective, offers an indication of why Gsell saw a necessity for 
a change to customary marriage practices.  The observer, writing of one case of brutality, 
notes in somewhat ethnocentric language that, 
 
the aboriginal’s treatment of his wife or wives (since he is a polygamist) is, I 
think, the darkest chapter in the story of his life and customs.  Not only does he 
show no signs of affection for them, but he treats them as mere slaves, tools and 
                                                 
116 Ibid, p. 1.
 
117 Evening News, op. cit.
 
118 Daily Express, op. cit.
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beasts of burden and frequently beats them unmercifully with, or without, the 
slightest provocation.120
 
Father Gsell’s attitude to infant betrothal and polygamy was shared by J.R.B. Love, a 
Presbyterian missionary in the Kimberleys and a contemporary of Gsell.121  Love, too, 
believed in interfering with traditional culture only where considered necessary.  Gsell, 
however, would have had mixed views about the policy of marriage practised on 
Presbyterian missions on Cape York.  Holding the view that Aborigines were degraded 
and that this degradation increased once contact occurred with Europeans, the 
missionaries there saw the answer in the marriage of couples once they reached 
marriageable age.  Each couple was then installed in a cottage on an agricultural block on 
their mission station.  This, along with education and the segregation of the Aborigines on 
closed reserves, was seen as the means of combating the degradation and making the 
people “reputable citizens”.122  This model differed in some ways from the position 
favoured by Father Gsell for his mission station.  While he saw the need for Bathurst 
Island to be a reserve, Gsell did not stop Tiwi men from working away from the islands, 
although he recognised the social problems they faced there.123   
 
Furthermore, non-customary marriages among the Tiwi were not imposed upon them by 
the missionaries.  On the other hand, Gsell’s desire for a dramatic change in the marriage 
customs of the Islanders opened another avenue to Tiwi behaviour.  As for outside 
employment, this encouraged some of the young Tiwi to improve “in manners and 
knowledge of work”.124  For others, life in Darwin opened the way to unacceptable 
behaviour, such “as drinking, gambling and immorality, unknown here (at Nguiu) 
before”.125  These men returned home to their families penniless. 
                                                                                                                                                  
119 Gsell (unpublished MS), op. cit., p. 127.
120 Abbott? MS, op. cit. pp., 17-18.
 
121 Love (1936),  op. cit.,  p. 95.
 
122 “The Aboriginal Problem”. In SAR, 5/5/1911. 
 
123 Annual Report on the Mission on Bathurst Island, 1927, op. cit., p. 1.
 
124 Ibid. 
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In line with the mainstream Australian view of the time that Indigenous people had to 
adapt to Christian practices and a European lifestyle if they were to survive, Gsell saw 
education and the acceptance of Christian principles as essential to the future of the 
Tiwi.126  The policy of strict regimes on mission stations in the south-east of the 
continent, with forced Christianity and the destruction of traditional culture, had been 
detrimental to the inmates of those institutions.  As we have seen, Gsell accepted that a 
change in the lifestyle and beliefs of the Tiwi must come gradually and that such change 
must come through the children.  The process proved to be slow.  By 1927, school 
attendance was not as good as Gsell would have liked.  While boys, who entered the 
school at about age 13, were allowed to decide for themselves whether they wished to 
remain at school, only a small number did so.127  On the other hand, strict attention was 
paid to the schooling of the girls, education being seen as the only means of freeing them 
from customary polygamous marriages. By the end of 1927, 59 girls had been traded to 
Gsell, who by now saw this as the only method of allowing the girls the opportunity of a 
free marriage.   
 
Although the leader of an expedition to the islands in 1928 praised Gsell for the 
development of the mission station and for the fact that, “ the natives are well looked 
after, and do good work”, transactions between the Tiwi and the Asiatic crews of pearling 
luggers concerned the missionary.128  The extent of this concern is clear in a report by 
Gsell that, 
 
There is, however, one evil that seems to be increasing every year, and threatens 
the very existence of the native race, and that is the wholesale prostitution carried 
on by crews of pearling luggers…The old natives, possessors of big harems, will 
insist on passing some of their gins to those strangers in order to procure by this 
means some flour, tobacco and calico.129
                                                 
126 “Mainstream” refers to the non-Indigenous society of Australia. 
 
127 The boys’ dormitory closed prior to 1942.  The exact year is unavailable, but was possibly close to, or in 
the early years of, World War Two.
 
128 Hutchins, W.G., “An Expedition to Melville Island”. In The Sydney Mail, 1/8/1928, p. 19.  Joe Cooper 
was the guide for the expedition. 
 
129 Annual Report on the Bathurst Island Mission Station, 1927, op. cit.
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Despite issuing warnings and protests to both the Tiwi and the pearlers, the mission was 
helpless in its efforts to combat the trade.  Pleas to the government for official action to 
be taken against the offending crew members, who were in the main Japanese, did not 
result in truly positive action until 1936.130  In the following years, children of Tiwi-
Japanese descent were born out of the trade. 
 
By the end of the 1920s, the Tiwi had accepted considerable cultural change, but retained 
their traditions in many aspects of their lives.  According to a census conducted by 
anthropologist C.W.M. Hart in 1929, about 150 Indigenes, mainly children, resided at 
Nguiu, out of a total population of 1062 Tiwi across the islands.131  Charles Priest, who 
lived on Melville Island in 1929-1930, trading with the Tiwi for possum and snake skins, 
and then employing some as labourers in timber getting, saw “the process of 
demoralisation” of the traditional culture under way when he arrived there.132  Although 
the demoralisation had not occurred to a very noticeable degree, Priest attributed it to 
“casual association” with missionaries, police, traders, Japanese pearlers and the like.  
The old ways of the Tiwi, Priest observed, “were beginning to disappear”.133  Many 
Islanders, however, still clung to the traditional customs, having “a morality no less valid 
than those of so-called civilised nations”.134  The processes of cultural change had not yet 
reached right across the islands.   
 
The Bleakley Report 
In the wider world, criticism of the circumstances of the general Aboriginal population 
and lobbying by the Association for the Protection of Native Races led to the 
Commonwealth commissioning J.W. Bleakley, Chief Protector in Queensland, to enquire 
                                                 
130 NAA: A431/1, 51/1294, Cook to Government Resident, 25/2/1929.  Prostitution of Indigenous women 
at the hands of pearling crews also occurred in the North-west of Western Australia and Cape York, and in 
Papuan waters.  See Chapter 3 of this thesis about the establishment of a patrol service. 
 
131 Elkin, A.P., “Anthropological Research in Australia and the Western Pacific, 1927-1937”. In Oceania, 
Vol. 8, No. 3, 1938, p. 318.  Hart’s field work was funded by an Australian National Research Council 
grant.
 
132 Priest, C., Towards a New Society, privately published, Benalla, 1986, p. 2. 
 
133 Ibid, p. 3.
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into the conditions of Aborigines in Central and Northern Australia, into which the 
Northern Territory was divided for several years.   
 
In his report, Bleakley, “rather spread himself on the problem of the part-Aborigines…”, 
a situation which in 1928 was of little concern in the Tiwi Islands.135  Some historians 
have dwelt on this aspect of the report which reflected official concern at the time about 
the growing part-Aboriginal population, especially in the Northern Territory and Western 
Australia.136 Social scientists like Rowley and Lorna Lippmann, on the other hand, have 
concentrated to a greater degree on the wider picture wherein Bleakley commented on the 
true circumstances of all Indigenous people in Central and Northern Australia.137  Of 
importance in the context of this thesis is the fact that Bleakley’s “essential humanity is 
indicated by his consideration of the plight of the tribal people…”.138  Despite its staffing 
and financial circumstances, the Aborigines Department had much to answer for, not only 
in respect of the demoralised fringe-dwellers around Darwin and Alice Springs, but also 
the inefficient treatment of indigent people who resided outside of reserves and cattle 
stations.  Bleakley also reported on the working conditions of Indigenous employees on 
many pastoral properties, something that the government could have taken action on. 
 
Unlike Rowley, Lippmann criticises Bleakley’s support for mission stations.139  While 
accepting, with qualifications, her comment that Aborigines on missions “lost much of 
their independence and became institutionalized”, some generalisations are 
unwarranted.140  She does not take to task those missionaries who flogged their charges 
                                                 
135 Rowley (1970), op. cit., p. 266.  Rowley, C.D., A Matter of Justice, Canberra: ANUP, 1981, p. 96, states 
that Bleakley “refined with crackpot doctrine…the racial theories of the popular mythology…” 
 
136 See, for instance, (a) Andrew Markus, “After The Outward Appearance: Scientists, administrators and 
politicians”. In Gammage, Bill and Markus, Andrew (Eds.), all that dirt: aborigines 1938 (sic), Canberra: 
History Project Incorporated, ANU, 1982, pp. 97-98 (b) Broome, Richard, Aboriginal Australians, Crows 
Nest: Allen and Unwin, 2002 (third edition), pp. 164 -165, and (c) Powell, op. cit., pp. 187-189. 
 
137 Rowley (1970), op. cit., pp. 260-270; Lippmann, Lorna, Generations of Resistance, Melbourne: 
Longman Cheshire, 1981, pp. 34 -35. 
 
138 Rowley (1970), op. cit., p. 267. 
 
139 Lippmann, op. cit., pp. 34 - 35. 
 
140 Ibid, p. 35.  One must be careful in placing all of the mission stations under the one category where the 
independence of a resident is concerned.  In the 1920s, apart from the schoolgirls, the Tiwi were able to 
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and who were “outright bigots and …had little tolerance of Aboriginal custom”.141  
Instead Lippmann opposes missionaries for forbidding mission residents to practice 
traditional ceremonies, without acknowledging the policies of superintendents such as 
Gsell, Love and Theodore Webb who tried to minimise their interference with Indigenous 
customs.142  She fails to acknowledge that “people like Gsell of Bathurst Island, Perriman 
of the C.M.S., Harold and Ella Shepherdson of the Methodist missions won general  
respect and earned it.”143  Neither do Lippmann’s comments equate with those of Maisie 
McKenzie who states that Bleakley “refuted all the old arguments against missions”.144  
As McKenzie comments, Bleakley pointed out that Aborigines could not avoid coming 
into contact with other people, and it was better that experienced missionaries rather than 
“unscrupulous people” should care for them.145  The question of missionary interference 
with culture aside, by 1928 only Aborigines in the remotest desert areas of Australia had 
not had some form of communications with outside cultures.  Further, concerning 
“unscrupulous people”, incidents of violence and mistreatment of Aborigines at the hands 
of some pastoralists and police officers are part of the history of the “colonial” areas of 
twentieth century Australia.146  In several such incidents missionaries supported 
Aborigines who were mistreated.147   
 
The Bleakley Report indicated that the circumstances of the Tiwi, in 1928, were vastly 
different to those of many Northern Territory Aborigines who did not reside on the other 
                                                                                                                                                  
move on to and off the mission as they desired.  Aborigines could also come and go on the Methodist 
missions in Arnhem Land if they so desired. 
 
141 Powell (1988), op. cit., p. 186. 
 
142 McKenzie, Maisie, Mission to Arnhem Land, Adelaide: Rigby, 1976, pp. 44-47, relates to Webb’s 
policy. 
143 Powell (1988), op. cit., p. 186. 
 
144 McKenzie, op. cit., p. 52.  
 
145 Ibid. 
 
146 For instance, (a) the brutal treatment of Aborigines on Nulla Nulla Station which precipitated the police 
led Forrest River massacre in 1926; (b) the Coniston massacre, also led by a police officer, in 1928; and (C) 
the Eva Valley floggings in the Northern Territory in 1956.  
 
147 Rev. Ernest. Gribble fought for an enquiry into the Forrest River massacre, while Athol McGregor (later 
Rev. McGregor) and Miss Annie Lock supported the Walbri (Walpri) involved in the Coniston massacre.  
However, authoritarian rule occurred on Aurukun Mission on Cape York in the late 1920s and early 1930s, 
and floggings at Hopevale Lutheran mission, in Queensland, in the 1960s.  See Thomson (1983) op. cit.., 
pp. 5-6. 
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mission stations, these being Roper River, Oenpelli and Hermannsburg.148  The rations of 
food and clothing issued to the indigent at police and telegraph stations frequently 
became an “…inducement for a lot of lazy ones to loaf around the camp, in a half-starved 
state, waiting for this dole…” instead of hunting for their own food.149  In the main, the 
occupants of indigent camps away from cattle stations were in “an emaciated miserable 
condition”, sick and preyed upon by the unscrupulous.  Just as the Japanese and Malays 
sought the services of Tiwi women, on the mainland the sexual desires or “ginsprees” of 
travellers and construction crews working on the Darwin to Birdum railway line led 
Indigenous women to prostitution.  Moreover, contact with Chinese on the mainland 
resulted in a trade in opium, something that did not reach the islands.150
 
Despite Gsell’s financial struggle, J.W. Bleakley was pleased with the appearance of 
Nguiu mission and its residents.  “The mission control”, he wrote, “appears to be kindly, 
commanding affection and respects”.151  Although Bleakley considered the mission 
system in the Northern Territory to be “working on right lines”, he acknowledged that 
there were objections to mission stations operating “for the protection of the primitive 
aboriginal”.152  Among the objectors were anthropologists who argued that missions led 
to the loss of the traditional Aboriginal life and the eventual extinction of these people.  In 
Bleakley’s view, the government should confine its efforts in the field of Indigenous 
welfare to directing subsidised missions to carry out welfare, training and development 
work among the Territory’s Aborigines.153  He did recommend the declaring of Melville 
Island as a reserve and the establishment of a Catholic mission there.154
In the main, Bleakley’s recommendations were not taken up by the government.  An 
important omission from the recommendations was that of Commonwealth replacing 
                                                                                                                                                  
 
148 In 1928, the other Northern Territory missions were located offshore, on Groote Eylandt, Goulburn 
Island and Milingimbi Island.
 
149 Bleakley, op. cit., p. 9.
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State control of Aboriginal administration, a proposal put to the Royal Anthropological 
Institute by Rev. E.C. Lefroy in 1929, and supported by A.R. Radcliffe-Browne.155  Such 
a move required the Commonwealth Constitution to be amended to permit the 
Commonwealth to make laws in respect of Aborigines.  This was not to occur at that 
time, the Royal Commission on the Constitution, which sat in 1927-28 and overlapped 
Bleakley’s investigation, rejecting action towards the federal control of Indigenous 
welfare. 156   
 
Several Australian-based groups interested in the situation of Aboriginal society sought 
development in Aboriginal administration in other ways.  In 1929, for instance, while 
Hart was conducting research in the Tiwi Islands that was to introduce the name “Tiwi” 
and Tiwi society to the wider world, A.P. Elkin was expounding the value of social 
anthropology.157  Elkin also supported the idea of a large area of land, such as Arnhem 
Land, being returned “to the black aborigines”, but not being constituted as an Aboriginal 
State, as put forward by “an influential committee in Adelaide”.158  Bleakley was in 
agreement with Elkin, seeing the machinery to administer an Indigenous state in the 
Northern Territory as being beyond the capabilities of Aboriginal people.159  
 
A Failed Conference 
One must agree with Rowley’s comment that Bleakley’s views “were almost axiomatic in 
Aboriginal affairs…”, views which scholars such as Radcliffe-Browne Elkin, McConnel 
and Thomson were soon to question or criticise.160  While the mission authorities, 
                                                 
155 Royal Anthropological Institute Archives, London (henceforth RAIA): A43/2/1929, items 4 - 6,  
and 11.  The original correspondence is no longer held in the archives, being replaced by a brief precis of 
each letter.  Lefroy, a former Anglican Archdeacon of Perth, had fought for Commonwealth administration 
of Aboriginal welfare since at least 1911.  Radcliffe-Browne was the first Professor of Anthropology in 
Australia. 
 
156 Paisley, Fiona, “Federalising the Aborigines? Constitutional Reform in the Late 1920s”. In  Australian 
Historical Studies (henceforth AHS), No. 111, 1998, pp. 263-264.
 
157 See, for instance, Hart and Pilling (1960), op cit.; Elkin, A.P., “The Practical Value of Anthropology”. 
In The Morpeth Review, Vol. 1, No. 10, 1929, pp. 46-47, 49-50.
 
158 Elkin, A.P., A.P. “Australia and its Aborigines.  An Interesting Experiment”. In The Voice of the North, 
11/10/1926, p. 12.    
 
159 Bleakley, op. cit., p. 30. The impracticable idea of an Aboriginal State in the Northern Territory has 
been periodically revived into recent times. 
160 Rowley, p. 267. 
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including Gsell, would have been pleased by Bleakley’s support for their work and his 
recommendations that they play a larger role in Aboriginal welfare in the Territory, it is 
very doubtful whether any member of the Tiwi community knew of or understood his 
report or of the several proposals for an Aboriginal State.  Nor were they aware that the 
Minister for Home Affairs, C.L.A. Abbott, called a one-day conference in Melbourne to 
consider Bleakley’s recommendations.  The government must be criticised for the ill-
conception and poor organisation of the conference, which was attended by 
representatives of 33 mission groups and associations interested in Indigenous welfare.  It 
was not a successful meeting of ideas.  The majority of those present, despite their 
concerns about Indigenous matters, had no first hand knowledge of Aborigines in the 
Northern Territory.161  While several representatives of the Missionaries of the Sacred 
Heart in Sydney attended the conference, neither Gsell nor any other staff member from 
Nguiu was present.  
 
Although the Melbourne conference did not achieve anything, it represented the interest 
in Indigenous welfare that had been rekindled by this time.  This interest arose, in part, 
from the Forrest River and Coniston massacres which occurred in 1926 and 1928 
respectively.  There was, said Reverend Lefroy in 1929, “‘a great movement of 
sympathy’ for the aborigines and ‘a determination not to let them perish’”.162  It was to 
burst into flame in the 1930s, involving both urban Aborigines and Europeans. As The 
Advertiser commented, 
Of recent years, largely because of aborigines’ associations, there has been a 
swing of sympathy toward the native, and private and public interest has been 
awakened toward preserving what is left of the race or, if that is impossible, 
softening the passing.163
                                                 
 
161 NAA: A1/15, 1933/878,  (a)  Conference of Representatives of Missions, Societies and Associations 
Interested in the Welfare of Aborigines to Consider the Report and Recommendations Submitted to the 
Commonwealth Government by J.W. Bleakley Esq., Convened by The Minister of State for Home Affairs 
of the Commonwealth of Australia (Hon. C.L.A. Abbott MP) Held in Masonic Hall, Collins Street,  
Melbourne on Friday, 12th April, 1929; (b) Department of the Interior Memorandum, “Conference on 
Aboriginal Matters”, 24/11/1933.  Elkin, A.P., “Australian Aboriginal and White Relations”. In Royal 
Australian Historical Society Journal, Vol. 48, Part 3, July 1962, p. 217.   
 
162 Elkin (1962), op. cit., p. 216.
 
163 “Wanderers of the Wasteland”. In The Advertiser, Adelaide, Special Centenary Issue, 1/9/1936,  
p. 42. 
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Government Dalliance and International Reaction   
Media reports relating to Gsell’s work and his public complaints about the trade in Tiwi 
women helped to publicise the perceived problems in Indigenous society.  Despite this 
being a period when Aborigines were considered to be a dying race and “missionary 
policy was no longer isolated from general aboriginal policy”, Aboriginal support groups 
interested in lobbying governments for a better understanding of Indigenous needs were 
making their names known by 1929.164  More importantly, this occurred in Britain as well 
as in Australia.  The advocacy of the Royal Anthropological Institute and the Anti-
Slavery and Aborigines’ Protection Society, although far removed from the situation in 
Australia, took an active role in the lobbying of the Federal Government for changes in 
Aboriginal welfare.  In fact, the Protection Society, in particular, had among its members 
and supporters people who had played a prominent role in the church, government or 
society in Australia.  Similarly, apart from Lefroy, the Institute included among its 
members and correspondents prominent anthropologists with knowledge of Indigenous 
Australia.165
 
In 1929, however, despite the interest in improved controls over cross-cultural matters 
which resulted in several overseas conferences, no Aborigines or missionaries 
participated in these meetings relating to Indigenous matters.  Nor did the outcomes of the 
conference affect the Tiwi or any other remote communities.  The Australian delegate to 
the conference of the International Labor Office in Geneva supported the regulation of 
“native labor”, something that was desperately required in Australia, especially in the 
cattle  
 
industry.166  At the time, the employment of Aborigines and Islanders on mission stations 
in return for rations and other goods was not criticised by the wider Australian 
community.  This came decades later, when workers received a small wage along with 
their rations.  Such criticism was made without knowledge of the social circumstances of 
                                                 
164 Elkin (1962), op. cit., p. 217, regarding the coming together of Aboriginal policies.  These organisations 
included the Aborigines Protection League of South Australia, the Victorian Aboriginal Group and the 
Australian Aborigines’ Amelioration Association joined the Association for the Protection of Native Races, 
the National Missionary Council and the Australian Aborigines League 
 
165 A.C. Haddon, Radcliffe-Browne, C.G. Seligman and, from the early 1930s, Raymond Firth. 
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the tribalised people and of the financial circumstances of mission organisations.  The 
fact that Gsell and other missionaries in the 1920s would provide rations to adults only in 
return for their labour fell into line with Spencer’s argument that to avoid “pauperizing”, 
recipients of rations should be made to work for these.167   
 
The second international conference in 1929 was that of the British Commonwealth 
Women’s League, held in London.  At its first conference, in 1925, the League had 
discussed the matter of “the degenerated conditions of the native woman”.168  Like other 
women activists, they opposed the prostitution of Aboriginal women which about this 
time was beginning to occur in the Tiwi Islands in response to the demands of pearling 
crews.  At the 1929 conference, attention was drawn to the condition of Australian 
Aborigines, while Mrs. Mary Bennett, the well-known advocate for Indigenous welfare, 
“denounced the maladministration of the aboriginals, under a system by which the police 
acted both as prosecutors and protectors”.169  Although the role of Chief Protector of 
Aborigines in the Northern Territory had been transferred back from the senior police 
officer to a civilian, police officers still acted as local protectors, a situation that was to 
continue for over another twenty years.    
 
Failure and Achievement – for the Mission 
Away from the conference world and at the coal-face of Indigenous welfare, Father Gsell 
was faced with the fact the government could offer no solution to the prostitution of Tiwi 
women by the lugger crews.   Dr. Cecil (Mick) Cook had taken up the dual positions of  
Chief Medical Officer and Chief Protector of Aborigines in 1927.  Two years later he 
could offer no effective method of combating the power the Japanese and Malays held 
over the Tiwi through the goods they had to offer.170  J.T. Beckett, former Chief Inspector 
of Aborigines in the Northern Territory, supported Gsell, arguing that “the conduct of 
beachcombing Japanese coolies toward the natives of Northern Australia has for many 
                                                                                                                                                  
166 “Native Workers. International Labor Office”.  In The Advertiser, Adelaide, 5/6/1929, p. 10. 
 
167 Rowse, Tim, “Rationing’s Moral Economy”. In Austin, Tony, and Parry, Suzanne (Eds.), Connection 
and Disconnection: encounters between settlers and Indigenous people in the Northern Territory, Darwin: 
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168 Paisley, op. cit., p. 254. 
 
169 “Aborigines. Women Take Up Their Case”. In The Advertiser, Adelaide, 7/6/1929, p. 14. 
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years been reprehensible in the extreme”.171  The pearling crews, Beckett continued, 
“seize their prey” on Melville Island, “and retire with the captured or purchased women 
to the seclusion of a smaller island in the vicinity…”.172
 
Cook, who had a poor opinion of missions, might not have been overly impressed by a 
short lived proposal to set up a mission station on Melville Island.  The attempt was made 
by the Catholic Church in 1929, following Bleakley’s recommendation for the island to 
be declared a reserve.173  Vesteys, who leased the island, declined to surrender a part of 
its lease to allow the mission to be established.174  Although a Vesteys manager inspected 
the island in the early 1930s, the company made no use of its leases.175
 
Other outsiders did make use of Melville Island, however, engaging in small scale 
commerce with a few of the Tiwi.  On the Island the timber-getters had been replaced by 
Tom and Dave Woods who, in 1928, purchased possum and snake skins from the Tiwi.  
Over the next few years, Charles Priest found the Tiwi on the island to be friendly, 
exchanging trade goods for skins and labour.  In September 1933, four other men 
collecting snake skins on Melville Island, complained to the police “that they were being  
 
interfered with by Japanese pearlers”.176  For his part, Priest found the Japanese pearlers 
to be friendly, treating the Islanders as equals, “whereas”, in his view, “the whites, 
                                                                                                                                                  
170 Cook to the Government Resident, op. cit. 
 
171 Beckett, J.T., “The Black Man’s Right to Justice”. In The Truth, Sydney, 26/8/1934. 
 
172 Ibid. 
 
173 NAA: A1, 1932/702, “RC Mission at Melville Island, Northern Territory”, Government Resident to 
Home Affairs, 23/4/1929. 
 
174 Ibid, Australian Investment Agency (Vestey’s agent) to Rev. Paul Fleming, 11/12/1931.  Australian 
Investment Agency to Secretary, Department of Home Affairs, 20/4/1931: Vesteys offered to surrender the 
lease if the government credited the company with rent paid on the lease since 1915. The government 
refused to do so.  The British company held the two leases over the islands from May 1915. 
 
175 Ritchie, op. cit., pp. 23-24.  Ritchie, a lay worker at Nguiu, accompanied the manager on the inspection. 
Unlike Ritchie, the manager was armed with a revolver and a rifle. 
 
176 NTAS: RC360 McL. V. 2, W.J. McLaren, The Northern Territory and Its Police Forces 1969 - 1978, 
unpublished MS., p. 924.  No further information has been located on this matter.  Interview with Bismark 
Kerinaiua and Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 18/6/1964: Tom Woods was on Melville Island in the early 
1930s (“Pat Ritchie time”) and Bismark worked on his boat, the “Kadinga” (Katinga or Catinga?).  If this 
date is correct, Wood could have been one of the skin hunters who had difficulties with the Japanese. 
 82
missionaries included, treated them as inferior”.177  In the opinion of Priest, whose 
outlook was that of a left wing socialist, Gsell had to maintain his authority  “and there 
was no way in which he could associate with the aborigines as equals”.178  The 
overbearing superior attitude of Europeans, which ensured that Aborigines in towns, and 
on pastoral properties and some mission stations remained in their lowly position on the 
social scale, did nothing to encourage Aborigines and Islanders to socially integrate 
themselves into mainstream society.179  Although some of Father Gsell’s written 
comments on the Tiwi are clearly ethnocentric and paternalistic, it is clear that, despite 
cultural and social differences, his attitude towards the Tiwi was not an overbearing 
one.180
 
Contact with the skin hunters, and with several other Europeans who also sought skins or 
who proposed trepanging in Apsley Strait, was a different experience for the Tiwi to the 
contact they had with the missionaries.181  The association with the Japanese was vastly 
different to that on the mission station.  In Priest’s view,  
 
He (Gsell) regarded the (Tiwi) women as prostitutes and their husbands as pimps, 
and blamed the Japanese for the state of affairs.  But the aborigines saw things in a 
different light…From their point of view Father Gsell’s practise of buying female 
                                                 
 
177 Priest, Charles, Northern Territory Recollections, privately published, Benalla, 1986 (henceforth Priest 
(1986b), p. 23. 
 
178 Ibid, p. 36. Priest felt that the Tiwi on the mission showed more respect for a visiting priest, Father  Paul 
Fleming, Provincial Superior of the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart, than they did for Gsell.  Fleming 
intrigued the Tiwi by pretending to cure their pains by magic.   
 
179 The superior attitude of many Europeans towards Indigenous people was evident to Aborigines and 
Islanders in the 1960s, leading to white clad European government officers being disparagingly called 
“white socks”. 
 
180 Gsell (1956), op. cit.  Flynn, (Rev.) F., Distant Horizons, Kensington: Sacred Heart Monastery, 1947, 
pp. 71 and 74, writes of the happy welcome given to Bishop Gsell when he visited Nguiu in 1945. 
 
181 Priest (1986b), op. cit., pp. 24, 27, 29-31.  Other skin hunters were named Byers and Wright, while 
Jennings and “Happy Jack”, a Finn, sought trepang.  According to Priest, a Russian employee of the Health 
Department named Jdanoff (pronounced “Rasdanoff”) was sent to the islands to collect blood samples from 
the Tiwi.  He did not make a good impression on the Tiwi or Gsell.  Jennings was later killed on the 
mainland by an Aborigine, Butcher  Namandarrarrk Knight, due to Jenning’s use of an Aboriginal  woman.  
Knight had spent some time on Bathurst Island.  See p. 119, footnote 140, of this thesis. 
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infants to rear at the Mission was not fundamentally different from the practise of 
the Japanese buying the older women for sexual favours.182
 
As the 1920s drew to a close, Gsell had paid for 78 girls, the numbers being offered to 
him having increased dramatically from 1926.  As the prostitution of women and girls to 
pearling crews also increased, the missionary saw his buying of female infants as saving 
them from a similar situation in the future.  While it is not known how many non-Church 
weddings were formalised by Father Gsell, only two couples had sought Christian  
marriages, one in 1927 and the other in 1929.  These, however, set the scene for a larger 
number in the next decade.  A growing number of Tiwi, although not Christians 
themselves, were gradually accepting modification through acknowledging, in a way, the 
Church as an alternative or supplement to the Islanders’ spiritual belief.  This is evident in 
the fact that between 1916 and 1929, 138 sets of parents offered their infants for baptism.  
In addition, from 1923 to 1929, 29 Tiwi children and teenagers were Christened, together 
with one boy who was baptised in 1916.183  Given Gsell’s policy of voluntary baptisms, 
in each instance the candidature of these children and teenagers was the decision of the 
person concerned.  Again, given the ages of the candidates, 10 to 17 years, it can only be 
presumed that, in line with Church practice, Gsell sought the approval of their parents 
before performing the ceremony.  According to one missionary, the boys remained on the 
mission and freely sought Baptism to avoid the “pagan rites of initiation”.184 They did 
this, the missionary said, despite the threats of the tribe, and a reminder that with only one 
wife he would not be cared for when he became old.185
 
Leaving aside the ethnocentric and ethnologically exaggerated rhetoric of the missionary, 
whatever the situation, the young Tiwi did not seek baptism to escape gruesome rites of 
customary initiation, as suggested by author Bill Beatty.186  The Islanders’ initiation 
                                                 
182 Ibid., p. 23. 
 
183 Nguiu Church Baptismal Register, op. cit. 
 
184 “Pagan” was a term commonly used among missionaries, including those at Nguiu. 
 
185 Abbott? MS, op. cit., p. 23. 
 
186 Beatty, Bill, Next Door to Paradise, Melbourne: Cassell Australia, 1965, p. 32, incorrectly writes of 
Gsell finding young boys drinking the blood of the sufferers of diseases as part of their initiation ritual. 
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process did not include a physical operation, apart from breast scarring, nor was any 
blood drinking rite involved, as Beatty would make his readers believe. 
 
Despite Father Gsell’s policy of minimum interference in the local culture, through its 
very presence, and its policies of education and work in exchange for food and other 
items, the mission was an agent of change, just as Cooper had been and the timber-getters 
and skin hunters on Melville Island were.  Now the Japanese were alternate agents of 
change, especially to the mission.  The common denominator with all of the Tiwi’s 
contacts with these agents was the availability of rations.  As Stanner stated 
 
The blacks have grasped eagerly at any possibility of a regular and dependable 
food supply for a lesser effort than is involved in nomadic hunting and foraging.  
There is a sound calculus of cost and gain in preferring a belly regularly if only 
partly filled for an output of work which can be steadily scaled down.  Hence the 
two most common characteristics of Aboriginal adaptation to settlement by 
Europeans: a persistent and positive effort to make themselves dependent, and a 
squeeze-play to obtain a constant or increasing supply of food for a dwindling 
physical effort.187
 
The Tiwi did not depend entirely upon the availability of rations no matter by what means 
these were obtained.  Nevertheless, European food was still important to many of them.   
 
In their islands, the Tiwi at least could decide for themselves whether they would expose 
themselves to the occasions of change and these changes could be limited.  Away from  
their islands, those who chose to visit the mainland were inevitably exposed to greater 
opportunities for change due to the availability, though limited, of money, alcohol, 
opium,  
culturally and socially degraded fringe-dwellers, imprisonment, and contact with other 
Indigenous cultures.  The further they travelled on vessels or with droving teams, the 
wider the contact they made with other Aboriginal peoples. 
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Conclusion 
At the end of the second decade of the twentieth century, the Tiwi had more knowledge 
of the outside world, Aboriginal, European and Asian.  At a time when occasional 
violence still occurred between Aboriginal groups and European and Asian coastal 
travellers and settlers in other parts of northern Australia, the Tiwi had settled down to 
friendly relationships with outsiders who came to their islands.  Nevertheless, to the Tiwi, 
the pearlers and hunters who landed on their islands and even the missionaries were there 
by right of the traditional owners, as will be seen in the next chapter.  Although, Bathurst 
Island and several small islands adjacent to it were an Aboriginal reserve, of which about 
10,000 acres (4046.86 hectares) were leased to the mission, it is not clear whether the 
Tiwi were aware of these arrangements.188   
 
Contact with the mission and other outside influences had led to some Tiwi adopting or 
being given European names.  They retained their island names, an important part of their 
identity as Tiwi, although such names were usually unknown to people of the western and 
Asian societies on the mainland.  The incident that led to Father Gsell “purchasing” his 
first “wife” formed the basis of the transformation in traditional marriage laws among the 
Tiwi.  Through a small number of baptisms and the attendance of small but growing 
numbers of children at the mission school, the stage was also set for the gradual decline in 
participation in initiation rituals.  Such happenings were early indications, no matter how 
small, of cultural adaptation into western society. 
 
Employment on the mainland was available for the Tiwi.  Occasionally, this led to the 
social problems that confronted Indigenous people in the European dominated towns in 
the Northern Territory. 
 
In the first three decades of the twentieth century, governments had failed in their 
responsibility to the Aborigines of the Northern Territory, although a pro-Aboriginal 
lobby had developed in Australia by the late 1920s.  This lobby was to expand and 
                                                                                                                                                  
187 Stanner, W.E.H., “Dumurgam, a Nangiomeri”.  In Casagrande, J.B. (ed.), In the Company of Men, New 
York: Harper, 1959, p. 70. 
188 Although there is no written record, it is quite possible that Father Gsell explained these points to Tiwi 
on the mission.  Given the language differences, it is difficult to estimate how much the Tiwi would, at that 
time, have understood about these forms of tenure.     
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become more active in the 1930s, as the Federal Government struggled to come to terms 
with the portfolio it had inherited in 1911.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
European Justice and a New Deal 
 
              (1930-1940) 
 
 
Introduction 
In the decade prior to World War Two, the Tiwi were exposed even further to the 
influences of outside societies.   Tiwi who travelled to the mainland for employment 
or to experience a new lifestyle were exposed to greater government supervision and 
control than those who elected to remain on the mission or elsewhere in the islands.   
The changing circumstances of the Islanders encouraged many of them to move to a 
sedentary or semi-sedentary lifestyle as more were attracted to the mission station or 
the mainland, to trade with pearling crews, or, later in the decade, to a Native Affairs 
station on Melville Island.  Tiwi society was changing, not only through the influence 
of mainstream Australia, but also through co-habitation with mainland Aborigines. A 
number were exposed to a justice system different to their own, giving the Tiwi 
national and international media coverage at a time when European and urban 
Aboriginal advocates were lobbying for better conditions for Aborigines and 
Islanders.  There were indications of the beginnings of cultural adaptation in the 
islands in the form of aspects of their traditional lifestyle being affected to a limited 
degree by the growing communication with the outside world.  Nevertheless, various 
of the Tiwi customs, the significance of the land, and the Tiwi identity remained 
intact.   
 
As this chapter shows, the 1930s were a time of a frustration for Father Gsell and for 
groups lobbying the government to take action to protect the Tiwi and the Aborigines 
of coastal Arnhem Land as the trade in women with the pearling crews expanded. The 
manner in which the lifestyle of many of the Tiwi was changing in the islands and 
through employment on the mainland is investigated, as is the way in which this 
sometimes led them close to danger, and upon several occasions into allegations of 
serious crime.  The attitude towards Aborigines on the Northern Territory mainland 
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will also be looked at.  In the south, new ideas about Indigenous administration were 
evolving as the government announced a “New Deal” policy. 
 
The Stages of Contact 
In the early 1930s, the Tiwi were in the first of what Elkin saw as three stages in the 
history of contact between “the dominant immigrant white people” and the “native 
race”.  The initial years of contact, he argued, were ones of “bewilderment, 
opposition, resentment and a sense of loss”.1  Clinging to their own culture, the adults 
see nothing of value to them in the foreign culture except items of material goods they 
desire.  They recognise that in time they will have to conform to some of the 
requirements of the dominant society, continues Elkin, but in the meantime, they pay 
lip service to the religious endeavour of the newcomers, very often entrusting their 
children to the missionaries to be educated.  At the same time, they feel sad about the 
fact that some of their young people are attracted to aspects of the dominant culture, 
some even taking up a form of that culture.2
 
Within a short period of time, Elkin was to gain prominence initially for seeking 
justice for Aborigines and then for his stance on assimilation.  As will be shown, his 
views on inter-racial contact clearly reflected the situation the Tiwi found themselves 
in as their cosmos was dramatically transformed.  Islanders living on or visiting the 
mission station were to some extent, like all Indigenous people who came under the 
influence of Europeans in the years before World War Two, subject to supervision 
and direction by mission staff.  In some ways this was essential, especially in the 
areas of employment and health care.  The young people whose childhood was partly 
or wholly spent in the dormitories and in school became used to accepting direction.  
They, and other young people who sought to marry outside of the customary system, 
became subject to the Christian ideal of free marriage and of one spouse for life or 
until one partner passed away.  Certain traditional regulations aside, the imposed 
controls on marriage were readily accepted by those couples, Christians and non- 
                                                 
1 Elkin, A.P., “The Reaction Of Primitive Races To The White Man’s Culture”. In The Hibbert 
Journal, Vol. 35, 1936-37, p. 537.   
 
2 Ibid. 
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Christians, who moved away from the habitual marriage arrangements.  In other parts 
of Australia, stricter control of Aboriginal residents was evident on some other 
missions before and after the war.  Such restraint related to, among other things, the 
suppression of traditional culture, punctuality and forced attendance at Church 
services.3  On at least several mission stations severe punishments were imposed.4
 
Gsell’s widespread criticism of the prostitution of Tiwi women to Asian pearlers and 
A.P. Elkin’s and Donald Thomson’s attacks upon the circumstances of Aboriginal 
welfare and justice in the Northern Territory eventually forced the government to 
bring changes in these areas.  Despite the efforts of some mainstream missionaries to 
minimise changes to the traditional culture, mainstream society influenced the 
Indigenous lifestyle to a degree where cultural drift was occurring in the Tiwi 
community.  In 1939, however, the level of that influence among the Islanders was 
minimal compared with that among some mainland groups where cultural substitution 
in the form of perceived anti-social behaviour was well advanced.5  Such behaviour 
involved drunkenness and opium smoking, as well as prostitution.6
 
Bloodline, Feuds and Cultural Modification 
By 1930, to some extent the cultural and social worlds of the Tiwi were fragmented.    
From at least the nineteenth century a dent had been made in what had been, as far as 
can be ascertained, a purely Tiwi content in the biological make-up of the Islanders.   
 
                                                 
3 O’Gorman, Anne, “The Snake, the Serpent and the Rainbow: Ursula McConnel and Aboriginal 
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4 Green, Neville, The Forrest River Massacres, Fremantle: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 1995, pp. 105, 
120; Thomson (1983), op. cit., p. 5; “Caning of Native at Mission ‘Inexcusable’”. In North Queensland 
Gazette, 26/8/1961. 
 
5 Thomas, Matt, “Diseased Abos. and Whites’ Assistance”. In Northern Standard (hereafter NS), 
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dwellers in Darwin in 1938 and 1941.  Reid, op. cit. , pp. 134, 136, and Austin, Tony, Simply the 
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Darwin: Historical Society of the Northern Territory, 1992, p. 88: As early as the 1880s Darwin’s 
fringe-dwellers were said to be suffering from the effects of introduced anti-social habits. 
 
6 NAA: A1, 31/2923, “Opium Smoking by Natives, North Australia”; NAA: A432, 31/1450, “Re 
Supply of liquor and opium to Aboriginals in N.T.”  
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A relatively few Tiwi could point to their Macassan ancestry, while others traced their 
descent back to a small number of Larrakia and Woolna women captured in raids on 
the mainland.  Away from the islands, at Malay Bay on the Cobourg Peninsula and on 
the coastal plains to the west of Darwin, other children of mainland descent, mothered 
by Tiwi women who had been taken by Cooper’s Iwaidja men, were growing up.  
Now in the late 1920s and the 1930s, at least 14 children were being born out of the 
relationships between Tiwi women and Asian lugger crews.  In addition, in the 1930s,  
at least three children were born to Tiwi women and non-Aboriginal men.7  At Nguiu, 
at least, the Islanders demonstrated the inaccuracy of Australian pioneer R.D. Burton, 
who, in 1917, prophesied that Aboriginal society was doomed.  In Burton’s view, the   
Aborigines “…will be exterminated within the next twenty years, I think.  Their 
usefulness will be over, and they can be done without…”.8
 
Despite or because of the limited change in bloodlines, the customary Tiwi “country” 
bands and totemic or “skin” clan systems remained intact, forming a strong part of the 
social structure and cultural cosmos.  Both of these systems continued to be an 
intricate part of the feuds that occurred from time to time across the islands.9  Such 
incidents involved much arguing and debating, and switching of allegiances, as well 
as fighting.   
 
In one feud, the Yeimpi and Mandiimbula bands came into conflict with the other 
Tiwi bands over a woman.  One combatant, Kanta Tipiloura was speared in the back 
by a ricocheting spear at Tu-yu on Melville Island.  Another feud involved men of the 
Yeimpi, Turupula, Mandiimbula and Marruwawula bands in a clash with those of the 
Malauila, Munupula, Tikalauila and Urangkuwila bands.  In the Polari-tara area of 
                                                 
 7 A list of girls sold to Gsell up to August 1936, includes one girl whose father was Billy Anderson, 
possibly a European.  Another girl was born to the first wife of Paddy Stockwhip Porkilari and a 
European on the mainland, while Tom Woods, a possum and snake hunter on Melville Island, fathered 
a third girl.  See footnote 96 of this chapter. 
 
8 Feetham, J.O., “Prospects of the Australian Aborigines”. In The Church Standard, 28/5/1937, p.21.  
Burton’s view co-incided with the popular opinion of the time that the Aboriginal race was dying out. 
 
9 Interviews with Kanta Tipiloura, Tipperary Tipiloura and Frog Wommatakimi, Nguiu, 1961. 
Frequently, the fighting involved in the feuds resulted in injuries rather than deaths.  It is not clear 
whether the particular fights referred to here occurred in the 1920s or early 1930s.  The role of 
territorial bands and totemic clans in feuds is too complicated to explain in a few pages.  See Pilling, 
op. cit. 
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Melville Island, one man was killed, while another was more fortunate, suffering only 
a spear wound between the toes.10  Various totemic clans were represented in a feud 
over one man, Summit Walei Palipuaminni, not being supplied with a wife according 
to custom.  This occurred in the early 1930s.  Following one man losing an eye, the 
conflict ended in agreement after one clan announced that there would be no fighting 
on the mission station and Summit received a young girl who had been previously 
promised to another man.11   
 
Not all feuds related to women.  In the early 1930s, also, several fights took place on 
or near the mission following the cutting down of a cycad palm by Malauila men 
passing through Tikalaru.12  This act was seen as the unapproved use of a resource in 
one “country” by people from another “country”. 
 
In the cultural spectrum, the unique mortuary ritual of the Islanders, the Pukumani 
(Pukamunni), remained an important part of Tiwi spiritual life, even for those few 
who had become Christians.13  The ritual was performed on the mainland for Tiwi 
who died there and, in 1936, as part of a mortuary ceremony held in Darwin for Joe 
Cooper.14
 
Several other spiritual practices were affected by the presence of the missionaries.  As 
the number of baptisms of children slowly increased, traditional initiations gradually 
waned.  This in turn, meant that fewer initiates were taking part in the Kulama 
(Kurlama) or yam increase ceremony, which formed part of the long initiation 
                                                 
 
10 Interviews with Kanta Tipiloura, Tipperary Tipiloura and Frog Wommatakimi, op. cit. 
 
11 Pilling, op. cit., pp. 261-263.  Personal observations, Nguiu and Milikapiti, 1960s, (1) Summit Walei 
Palipuaminni eventually acquired 15 wives, a number of these being widows from previous marriages.  
In the 1960s he had no living children; (2) The man who lost the eye became known as Laurie One-eye 
Nelson, a name foisted upon him by Europeans. 
 
12 Pilling, op. cit., p. 264. 
 
13 Goodale, Jane C., “The Tiwi Dance for the Dead”. In Expedition, Vol. 2, No. 1, Fall, 1959, pp. 2-13. 
 
14 Interview with Jerry Kerinaiua, Nguiu, 17/8/1964, regarding yoi (dancing) for Cooper.  Pukumani 
rituals were held in the present Darwin suburb of Coconut Grove and at Mindil Beach for Tiwi who 
died in Darwin. 
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process.15  While the Kulama itself remained part of the Tiwi ritual calendar, the 
agreement of parents to allow their daughters to reside in the dormitory led to the 
gradual modification of the Miringilaja (Mirringilaja), the ceremony that welcomed 
girls into womanhood.   
 
The movement of Tiwi away from the islands in search of employment and the 
learning of new work skills also affected attendance at ceremonies, at times delaying 
the rituals for many months.  Although they periodically returned to the islands, a few 
Tiwi men travelled further afield in the course of their employment.16  On several 
occasions, as will be discussed, this brought them close to danger.   
 
A Question of Employment 
For a few Tiwi men and mainland Aborigines, the world was widened through 
periods of employment on naval surveys along the coasts of the Northern Territory 
and Queensland.  Such employment commenced in 1923 and continued through until 
World War Two. Recompense to the civilian workers was scrutinised by Naval 
headquarters. Over the whole period, payment remained the same, five shillings per 
week, rations and uniform clothing.17  In 1935, in a report headed “Sweated Labor In  
Aust. Navy”, the Labour Daily claimed that, 
 
The abos say they work from daylight till dark, doing all the roughest and 
hardest work of the survey parties, and are paid only 3/- each on return to 
Darwin after three weeks’ work, when the usual local rate of pay is 3/- per 
week.18  
                                                 
15 Goodale, Jane C., “Qualifications for Adulthood”. In Natural History, Vol. 72, No. 4, 1963,  
pp. 10-17. 
 
16 Interview with Jerry Kerinaiua and Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, June 1965:  In the 1930s, Jerry and 
“lots of others” worked on Top End cattle stations.  Interview with Albert Kulappaku Croker, Paru, 
17/6/1965: Albert worked on the coastal vessel Roselle, carrying buffalo skins from the East Alligator 
River to Darwin.   
 
17 NAA: MP1049/7, 712/205/621, “Employment of Natives by R.A.N. – Darwin”, (1) Hansard, No. 9, 
2/11/1927, House of Representatives, reply to Mr. Blakeley by Sir Neville House. (2) Secretary, Naval 
Board, to Commanding Officer, HMAS Geranium, 8/4/1926; (3) Commanding Officer, HMAS 
Moresby to Captain-in -Charge, Sydney, 22/8/1939.  Interviews with Mickey Geranium Warlapiinni, 
Nguiu, 13/8/1963, and Kartu Kerinaiua, Paru, 1965. 
 
18 Labour Daily, 26/8/1935. 
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As the Navy pointed out, each worker received 5/- per week, of which 4/- was paid to 
the Chief Protector of Aborigines for placement in a trust account.19
 
Indigenous employment was one of the areas of Aboriginal and Islander welfare that 
did not receive the level of government attention it deserved, despite the interest of 
humanitarian groups.  After much procrastination, the Federal Government eventually 
took action in several areas of Indigenous affairs.  The Tiwi were not aware of the 
activities of the humanitarian groups and official agencies until these activities 
became part of consequent Government decisions.20  Those Islanders who were 
employed on the mission station, however, demonstrated their work capabilities. As 
Krastins points out, in the decades between the World Wars,  
 
an entirely new and bewildering world was opened up for many young males, 
for the missionaries worked ceaselessly to show them the complexities of 
cultivation, road construction and animal domestication.21  
 
In 1928, Father John McGrath joined the mission staff.  A farmer’s son, he brought 
the first horse and plough to the island.  The Islanders soon mastered their use.22  A  
young man earned enough money from his peanut crop to purchase a suit to wear to  
Sydney.23  Tiwi workers also proved their capability in adapting, among other things,  
to the use of fencing tools and to milking cows.24
                                                 
 
19 NAA: MP1049/7, 712/205/621, op. cit., Secretary, Naval Board, to Secretary, Defence Department, 
30/8/1935.  There is nothing on the file to indicate whether or not the Aborigines received all of their 
money from the trust account. 
 
20 NAA: A452, 1952/543,  “Northern Territory - Reports by Director of Native Affairs on policy for 
Aboriginals and half-castes”,  Memorandum - Aboriginal and Halfcaste Policy, Northern Territory, 
Secretary, Department of the Interior (henceforth DoI), 15/2/1940. 
 
21 Krastins, op. cit., p. 63. 
 
22 Gsell (unpublished MS.), pp. 206-207. 
 
23 Ibid, p. 209.  The young man, Noel Topumetemeri Pungalaiamirri, was the first Tiwi to travel to 
Sydney, accompanying Father Gsell to Sydney at the time of the 1934 Eucharistic Congress.  He was 
also the first Tiwi man to be married in a Church ceremony. 
 
24 Ritchie, op. cit., p. 28. 
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In May 1930, the Chief Protector presided over a conference of missionaries, 
pastoralists and trade union representatives on the subject of Aboriginal 
employment.25  It does not appear to have gained anything for the workers, including 
the Tiwi.  The mission representatives at the conference opposed as harmful a 
suggestion that Aborigines be paid a cash wage.26
 
Like the situation on many pastoral properties, change in this area was not to be 
achieved until the late 1960s.  In common with remote missions elsewhere, the Tiwi 
continued to work on Nguiu for rations and other items only, throughout the 1930s.  
Although in more recent times this system has been criticised as “slave labour”, in 
truth with a very limited monetary income, mission stations were not in a position to  
introduce cash wages until the post World War Two period.27  At Yarrabah mission in  
North Queensland, for instance, the rations at that time consisted of “fish and sweet 
potatoes, with carefully rationed flour and very infrequent beef ”.28  Yarrabah, like all 
or most mission stations, struggled financially, even though the Queensland 
government hoped for a real success there with the mission’s programme of 
Aboriginal training and development.  Such training, however, intentionally or 
unintentionally contributed to a gradual demise of habitual customs. 
 
Minimal Interference - a Reality? 
Across much of Indigenous Australia, outside the most remote areas, cultural change 
was occurring, to the detriment of Aboriginal and Islander society.  Despite the belief 
by anthropologists that an understanding of traditional culture was important to 
mission and government work with Native peoples, this seemed to be practised almost 
exclusively in Papua and New Guinea.  In the Northern Territory, only a few 
missionaries believed in minimal interference with the culture in their respective 
                                                 
 
25 CoA. PP., Session 1929-30-31, Vol.4, Report on the Administration of Northern Australia for the 
Year Ended 30 June 1930, p. 421. 
 
26 Thomson, Roger C., Religion In Australia, Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1994, p. 83.   
 
27 As mentioned previously, the annual government subsidy of 250 pounds paid to the mission was 
reduced to 200 pounds with the onset of the depression. 
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areas.  There are many different levels of understanding.   Father Gsell, for example, 
does not appear to have gone against totemic beliefs in the marriages he solemnised.  
He may not have had a full understanding of traditional culture, but he was able to 
distinguish which beliefs were most important or firmly held by the Islanders.29  At 
the same time, he also sought to influence the beliefs he found most compromising of 
the tenets he held.  Outside of the Tiwi Islands and Arnhem Land, however, the 
traditional customs of Indigenous people suffered through contact with European 
culture in towns, cattle stations, and several mission stations.30
 
With the destruction of traditional practices in the Territory, nothing substantial was 
developed to replace what was being in lost in the customary lifestyle.  In any case, 
stated Elkin, “the aborigines did not seem responsive to any policies”.31  
Nevertheless, the outlook for Aborigines and Islanders and related policies underwent 
a “comparatively rapid change” in the 1930s.32  Elkin claimed that the seed for this 
change grew out of his statement that, 
 
Let all who value their country’s reputation, or who appreciate the 
responsibility of a civilized nation to a primitive race, think hard about the 
matter; study it; frame policies; create a public opinion…and above all 
persuade our Governments to set in motion a positive policy which aims at the 
welfare and development of the aborigines as well as the advantage of the 
white folk of Australia.33
 
                                                                                                                                            
28 Feetham, op. cit., p. 27. 
29 O’Grady, op. cit., p. 58, states “Frank (McGarry) knew Bishop Gsell’s views on the rough types of 
initiation corroborees.  The Bishop thought they should be allowed to continue and as the blacks 
accepted Catholicism the corroborees would gradually die out”. 
 
30 Spencer, W.B., Bulletin of the Northern Territory, Melbourne: Department of External Affairs, 
1913, quoted in Rowse, op. cit., p. 102. 
 
31 Elkin (1962), op. cit., p. 215.  
 
32 Ibid, p. 218. 
 
33 Ibid. 
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In the early 1930s, Elkin had written articles demonstrating the lack of policy and 
interest in the “native problem”.34  As President of the Association for the Protection 
of Native Races, in 1933 he pushed for the establishment of a Native Affairs 
Commission led by a Chief Commissioner “of high repute and large powers”.35  A 
public push for Federal action towards Indigenous development came about in 1934, 
as will be shown.  The circumstances of the Tiwi, revealed through media reports, 
including comments by Gsell, were fast becoming part of that public push. 
 
Health and Suspicion 
The Tiwi may not have been aware of the lobbying that was occurring in respect of 
Indigenous policy in the late 1920s and early 1930s, but the majority were adapting to 
their changing cosmos in various ways.  They were desirous of gaining material 
goods from the outside world.  But change could lead to fear and suspicion, as 
occurred in about 1931 when the Health Department took action to vaccinate 
residents of Nguiu against smallpox and to remove the first Hansen’s Disease sufferer 
from Melville Island.36  Any veneer of social sophistication brought on by contact 
with the wider world was dropped as the Tiwi demonstrated fear of the injections and 
their concern that the Hansen’s Disease sufferer, an old man who had previously 
worked in Darwin, would die away from his country. 37  A leprosarium had recently 
been set up on Channel Island, in Darwin Harbour.  Father Gsell protested to the 
government about the manner in which the old man was seized by a police officer.38  
                                                 
 
34 Elkin, A.P., “Aboriginal Policy 1930-50”. In Quadrant, Vol. 1, No. 4, September 1957, p. 28. 
 
35 Ibid.  
 
36 Kettle, Ellen, Health Services in the Northern Territory - A History 1824-1970, Darwin: Australian 
National University North Australia Research Unit (hereafter ANUNARU), 1991, p. 96; Ritchie, op. 
cit., pp. 77-85. Illnesses such as leprosy and smallpox were introduced diseases. 
 
37 Ritchie, op. cit., pp. 69-77.  NMA: Jeffrey Mungatopi’s genealogical card, researched 5/4/1964. 
Mungatopi senior was the patient removed to Channel Island Leprosarium where he later died.  See 
also Northern Territory Archives Service (hereafter NTAS): PSDarwin S282 Day Journals 1933-1978, 
Vol. 1, (Darwin Police Station Journal, 1/3/1933 - 13/10/1933): On 30/4/1933, Mounted Constable 
Sandy McNab brought a “leper abo” to Darwin from Melville Island. 
 
38 Parry, Suzanne, “Mission Endeavour: The Impact of Christian Missions on Aboriginal Health”. In  
Austin , Tony and Parry, Suzanne, Connection and Disconnection: encounters between settlers and 
Indigenous people in the Northern Territory,  Darwin, Northern Territory University Press, 1998,    
p. 266. 
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Cook could argue, however, that no mission, including Nguiu, contained “suitable 
premises for the isolation of infectious diseases”.39
 
Although there was no resident nurse in the islands until 1938, when Sister Mary 
Gabriella, the first trained nurse attached to a mission station in the Territory, began 
work at Nguiu, the health of the Tiwi was cared for, to the best of his ability, by 
Father Gsell.  In their home environment, fear of disease among the Tiwi was not at a 
very serious level, although yaws had invaded the islands and Hansen’s Disease had 
claimed about a dozen victims in the late 1930s.  On the mainland the situation was 
different.  Author Ion Idriess pointed out the difficulties of treating Aborigines who 
had contracted leprosy and other serious illness from contact with Europeans and 
Asians in northern Australia.40  This contact resulted in “the spread of venereal 
disease, leprosy, opium smoking, grog, and methylated spirit drinking” among 
Aborigines of both sexes.41  In the 1930s, while medical staff struggled to cope with 
diseases among Indigenous Territorians, the Medical Service was forced to 
economise.  Imprisonment did nothing to stop the prevalence of opium smoking and 
methylated spirits drinking around the towns.  Over the years, a small number of Tiwi 
who regularly visited the mainland found themselves in trouble through a liking of 
alcohol.  The reports of missionaries and anthropologists on the make-up and welfare 
of Aborigines in the Territory, claimed unionist Matt Thomas, were met with 
indifference and apathy from European bushmen, whereas the co-operation of “every 
healthy white citizen of the North” was required to overcome the health problems of 
the Aborigines.42  One perceived area of health concern lay in the Japanese trade in 
women. 
 
                                                 
 
39 Ibid. 
 
40 Idriess, Ion L., “Rescuing the Aborigines From the Grip of Disease”. In Northern Standard  
(hereafter NS), 18/12/1938.  
 
41 Thomas, op. cit.; NAA: A1928, 715/20, “NT Control of Opium”. 
. 
42 Thomas, op. cit. 
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Trade in Women – Flaunting Tradition 
While it is not known how many of the Tiwi were involved in the trade with the 
pearlers, the young couples resident on the mission did not participate.43  The 
prostitution of Tiwi women caused an impact on the traditional culture.  As Gsell 
stated, 
 
A rigid standard of conduct within the tribe was insisted upon and under the 
severest penalties a husband was not allowed to trade one of his wives to 
another member of the tribe.  Yet the natives thought nothing of passing over 
their womenfolk to the 60 or 70 Japanese who regularly traded and fished (for 
pearlshell) along the shores of the islands.44
 
There is truth in Ellen Kettle’s comment that, throughout the 1930s the lugger crews 
knew that, due to a lack of Australian naval vessels, there was little chance of their 
being apprehended.45  In the matter of prostitution, she said, “only young and 
attractive women were used and certainly no one with any obvious sickness”.46  The 
women were “culled”, Kettle continued, and those chosen for prostitution were 
thoroughly washed.47  For the Tiwi, however, the social effects were damaging.  E.W. 
Waterman reported in the press, in 1937, that apart from “the resultant detribalisation 
of the natives” and the birth of “half-castes…in increasing numbers”, “disease and 
lung complaints increased among the aborigines who are peculiarly susceptible to 
 
 
pulmonary affections”.48
 
                                                 
 
43 Annual Report To The Government of Bathurst Island Mission, Jan. 1933 to Jan. 1934, p. 2. 
 
44 “Bathurst Island. Polygamous Aborigines”. In Sydney Morning Herald (hereafter SMH), 19/6/1934. 
 
45 Kettle, op cit., pp. 111-112. 
 
46 Ibid. 
 
47 Ibid. 
48 Waterman, E.W., “Why The North Needs a Naval Patrol”.  In The Herald, Melbourne, 10/4/1937.  
Waterman looked at the situation in the Tiwi Islands and on the Arnhem Land coast. 
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For a short time pearl shell declined in value due to the Depression.  Consequently, as 
the availability of trade goods diminished, the trade in women temporarily declined. 
Throughout 1933, as Elkin called for a positive policy for Aborigines, about 1000 
Tiwi visited the mission seeking work to obtain the goods they were used to receiving 
from their Asiatic clients.49  The Tiwi men involved in the trade told the priest, “You 
feed us, and we will keep our women”.50 Being fed in the pearling camps without 
doing anything themselves, the men expected to receive food from the mission 
without doing any work in return.  Urban Aboriginal support groups supported a call 
from Gsell in The Times (London) on 25 September 1936 for a higher subsidy to 
enable him to purchase goods to entice families away from the prostitution trade.51  
An increase in the annual subsidies to missions was approved early in 1938.  The 
Minister advised the mission organisations that the increase was conditional on the 
stations’ work being satisfactory. 
 
In the 1930s, twelve children of Tiwi-Asian descent obtained by Gsell were still in the 
bush with their Indigenous families.52  Gsell, according to C.G. Frazer, who visited 
the pearling fleet in his capacity as an engineer, “bought” one such baby from the 
mother in exchange for a blanket, a tomahawk, half a bag of flour, two yards of 
calico, eight sticks of trade tobacco and a butcher’s knife.53  In Frazer’s words, “the 
purchase saved the child from death, as neither the aborigines nor the Japanese 
community had any use for a half-caste”.54   At this distance in time, it is difficult to 
                                                 
 
49 Bathurst Island Mission Report (1933-34), op. cit., pp. 1-2; Elkin , A.P., “A Policy for the 
Aborigines”. In The Morpeth Review, Vol. 3, No. 25, 1933, p. 34. 
 
50 Annual Report of Bathurst Island Mission (1933-34), op. cit., p. 2. 
 
51 “Black Women Exploited”. In The Herald, Melbourne, 24/9/1936; NAA: A659/1, 39/1/7917, 
“Trafficking of Lubra, Bathurst and Melville Island (sic)”, (1) Secretary, Aboriginal Fellowship Group 
to Minister for Interior, 22/11/1936; (2) Secretary, Australian Aborigines’ League to Prime Minister, 
29/11/1936.  “Father Gsell’s 150 Wives. Subterfuge by a missionary on Bathurst Island”. In Parade, 
May 1966, p. 41, the pearlers offered the Tiwi “rice wine, whisky and methylated spirits”.  A similar 
comment is made in “NT mission priest bought ‘wives’ by the hundred”.  In Daily Mirror, 13/8/1980,  
p. 50.  “Owner Of 121 ‘Wives’.  Monsignor Gsell In Sydney”. In SMH, 18/9/1937, Gsell stated “the 
Chinese are running opium amongst them (the Aborigines), the Japanese give the rum”.  No official 
record has been located about rum, nor was it raised in oral histories collected by me.  This is not to 
say that rum was not possibly provided on occasions.   
 
52  SMH (18/9/1937), op. cit. 
53 “Japanese Pearl Poachers”. In Daily Telegraph, 26/5/1936. 
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ascertain the accuracy of Fraser’s statement.  The demand for western goods and the 
birth of part-Tiwi children were clear indications that some customary practices were 
being put aside in the pursuit of material goods available from the wider society.  In 
other words, a number of the Tiwi were prepared to flaunt traditional restraints on 
sexual behaviour in order to gain desired goods. 
 
The same situation can be seen with those who were prepared to abandon the 
traditional lifestyle for varying periods while seeking work away from the islands.  
Such work opened up a new world for them, not only in Darwin but also on several 
cattle stations and even further as they travelled on coastal vessels.  Although they 
mixed freely with the Larrakia, Woolna, Iwaidja and several other language groups, 
the Tiwi were suspicious of various people who were foreign to them.  In the early 
1930s, however, their employment on Japanese manned vessels almost cost them their 
lives at the hands of alien Aborigines.  This led to a suspicion of Aborigines from the 
Port Keats region to the south of Darwin.55  
 
Murder, the Law and Fear 
In at least one of the two incidents in the 1930s the fear of the police and European 
justice also became evident.  For most Aborigines and Islanders, court cases, 
especially those in the Supreme Court, were confusing even after 1934 when J.A. 
Perkins, the Minister for the Interior, modified the criminal code as it affected 
tribalised people.56  
 
The lack of understanding of the court system by tribal Aborigines can be seen in the 
case of Dagiar (Tuckiar or Dhakiyara), who was sentenced to death in the Supreme 
Court in Darwin in August 1934.  No action was taken in the court to explain this to 
Dagiar, and he remained unaware of the sentence.57  The Minister also favoured a 
special court for Aborigines.58  Despite the comment by W.E.H. Stanner, that sending 
                                                                                                                                            
54 Ibid. 
 
55 This suspicion was still evident in the 1960s (personal observation). 
 
56 Kyle-Little, Syd, Whispering Wind, London: Hutchinson, 1957, p.127; Wise, op. cit., p. 128. 
57 The Herald, Melbourne, 6/8/1934 and 7/8/1934, p. 1. 
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Aborigines to jail was not regarded as punishment at all and a newspaper report that 
Indigenous prisoners were happy in Fannie Bay, due to separation from the home 
“country”, long periods of incarceration could, for some, be more fearful than the 
possibility of facing punishment by death under customary law.59
 
In the middle of 1931, two men and a boy from Melville Island were employed on the 
lugger Ouida when three Japanese fishermen were killed at Port Keats by Murinbata 
tribesmen led by Nemarluk.  The Tiwi escaped in a dinghy, pursued by the Murinbata 
in the Ouida.  Nemarluk carried a shotgun seized from one of the Japanese.  The 
Islanders kept the dinghy in the shallow waters inside the reefs and escaped their 
pursuers.60  The lugger either ran aground or was beached at high tide by the 
Murinbata.  The Tiwi rowed the dinghy 200 miles (322 kms.) to Point Charles, near 
Darwin, in “nine sleeps”.61  Terrified that they would be suspected of implication in 
the killings if they told the truth, the Tiwi told the lighthouse keeper at Point Charles 
that the lugger had been overturned in a squall and the Japanese had been drowned.62
The sighting of the beached Ouida in October led to the spotlight being turned on the 
three Tiwi crew members, and the actual story being told.63   
                                                                                                                                            
58 NAA: A1, 1933/2852, “Lugger ‘Ouida’, Alleged Wreck of”, (a) Hon. Secretary, Aboriginal 
Fellowship Group, to Minister for the Interior, 3/4/1933, (b) Minister for the Interior to Helen Baillie, 
3/5/1933; The Herald, Melbourne, 2/8/1934. 
 
59 “Four Years for Packsaddle”. In NS, 22/4/1938; The Herald, Melbourne, 2/8/1934.  In the 1960s, 
Tiwi men considered short terms in Fannie Bay Jail a holiday (personal observation). In the case of 
Aborigines from other remote areas facing serious charges, one must keep in mind the fear of the 
Yolngu men in the Darwin police cells following the Woodah Island and Caledon Bay killings in the 
early 1930s, the escape of Nemarluk from Fannie Bay Jail in the 1930s, and the attempted escape from 
the same prison of the alleged tribal killers Nundul and Narminnierobu in 1947.  See Egan, Ted, 
Justice All Their Own, Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1996, p. 72; “Escape of Black Killer”. 
In The Herald, Melbourne, 23/9/1933; Kyle-Little, op. cit., pp. 126-127. 
 
60 Interviews with at Nguiu with Brother John Pye, 21/4/1960, and Colley Munkanome, 1961, and at 
Paru with Bob Jimalandumi, 30/5/1964; NAA:  A1, 1933/2852, Statutory Declaration by Patrick 
Dennis Connors, Master Pearler, 18/8/1931. 
 
61 NAA: A1, 1933/2852, op. cit., Mounted Constable A.E. Koop to Superintendent Stretton, 
29/11/1931. 
 
62 Ibid, (1) D. Miner, Head Lighthouse Keeper, to Acting Sub-Collector of Customs, Darwin, 
24/7/1931, (2) Sergeant R.R. Bridgland to Inspector of Police, Darwin, 25/7/1931. 
 
63 Ibid, Mounted Constable A.E. Koop to Superintendent Stretton, 29/11/1931. NTAS: NTRS 226, 
Oral history interview TS 13, interview with ex-Constable G.R., Birt; and NTRS 226, Oral History 
interview TS 532, interview with Val McGinness.  Ion L. Idriess presented romanticised versions of 
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Tiwi fear, or at least the suspicion, of the people along the south-west coast became a 
reality in the 1920s and 1930s.  This suspicion also emphasised the feeling of identity 
among the Tiwi as those in Darwin banded together at times of inter-tribal conflict.  
Around 1920, a Tiwi man who died in Kahlin Compound in Darwin was considered 
to have been killed through magic performed by the Brinken language group, whose 
home country adjoined that of the Murinbata.  This led to a fight between the Tiwi 
and Iwaidja on the one hand and the suspected Brinken Aborigines on the other.  The 
Brinken and their allies having suffered a number of injuries, the police declared the 
Tiwi to be the winners but warned the combatants that there were to be no more fights 
in Darwin.64  Another fight did occur with a group of Brinken in Darwin’s Chinatown 
in the 1930s, one of the Tiwi combatants being stabbed to death.65  This suspicion of 
the south-west coastal people was further demonstrated by an incident in about 1939, 
when Matthias Ulungura, a Tiwi man, made a wide detour to avoid meeting Brinken 
men when he was working near Darwin.66  The pace of cultural change through inter-
group contact with mainland Aborigines was slowed by tribal suspicions and enmity 
such as these.  At the same time, such contact, especially with people deemed by the 
Tiwi to be unfriendly, allowed a broader allegiance among Islanders in Darwin.  
 
In 1933, the court case resulting from the Ouida killings engendered public interest in 
justice for Aborigines, an interest that was to increase over the next couple of years.67  
The resulting approaches to the Federal Government were to concern, among other 
Indigenous groups, the Tiwi Islanders.  Given the circumstances of the Islanders in 
the 1930s, that is, their lack of European education, their virtual isolation from 
mainstream society, and the attitude of the day which ensured that social intercourse 
                                                                                                                                            
the incident in Man Tracks, Sydney: Angus and Robinson, (1935) 1949, and Nemarluk, Sydney: 
Angus and Robinson, 1948. 
 
64 Pilling (1957), op. cit., pp. 336-337.  Tindale, N.B., Aboriginal Tribes of Australia, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1974, p. 230, a more correct name for the Brinken is Magatige. 
 
65 Ibid, pp. 265-266. 
 
66 Interview with Matthias Ulungura, Paru, 29/6/1963. 
 
67 NAA: A1, 1933/2852, op. cit., Helen Baillie, Aboriginal Fellowship Group, to Minister for the 
Interior, 3/4/1933. For reports on the court case see “Sentenced to Death. Aborigines Who Killed 
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did not occur between the races, it would be difficult to believe that they knew of the 
activities of the various southern and British groups on behalf of the Aboriginal 
community.  Nevertheless, approaches to governments by these bodies were to impact 
on the Tiwi and other remote groups in the future. 
 
The second matter in which the lives of Tiwi crewmen were endangered, this time in 
Arnhem Land, led to the public reaction to Aboriginal matters exploding into a blaze. 
Throughout the early decades of the twentieth century seafarers who landed on the 
north-east coast of Arnhem Land did so at their own risk.68  In September 1932, five 
Japanese trepangers from the luggers Myrtle Olga and Raff were killed by members of 
a Yolgnu clan under the leadership of Wonggu, the local patriarch.69  Four Tiwi and 
four Iwaidja crewmen escaped, but were not pursued.  Several weeks later, the Tiwi 
and a sixth Japanese, a cook, reached Milingimbi mission, off the northern coast of 
Arnhem Land, after a walk of about 200 miles (322 kms.).  Evidence by the Tiwi 
crewmen was given in the subsequent court case.70  Then, in 1933, three Europeans,  
including a police officer, were killed at Woodah Island, south of Caledon Bay.  A 
proposal by Colonel R.H. Weddell, the Territory’s Administrator, to send what was 
essentially a punative expedition into Arnhem Land, the efforts of the Anglican Peace 
Expedition to Arnhem Land, the way in which the trial of the accused Aborigines was 
conducted, and the sentencing of one, Dargia (Dhakiyara or Tuckiar), to death,  
 
received wide publicity.71  Elkin, the London-based Anti-Slavery Society, and other 
organisations and individuals, quickly leapt into the fray.72  From 1934, then, these 
                                                                                                                                            
Japanese”. In The Age, 31/3/1933; and  “Grim Drama on Lugger”. In The Herald, Melbourne, 
8/5/1933. 
 
68 Berndt, Ronald and Catherine, Arnhem Land: Its History and Its People, Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 
1954, pp. 101-109. 
 
69 NAA: A1/15, 1936/111, “Apprehension and trial of Caledon Bay Natives charged with murder of 
Japanese”.  Yolngu is the local name for North-east Arnhem Land Aborigines. 
 
70 Interview with George Kerinaiua, Nguiu, 1961.  NAA: A1/15, 1936/111, op. cit., contains the 
evidence given by the Tiwi crew members. 
71 “Murder of the Japanese”. In The Advertiser, Adelaide, 31/5/1934, p. 10; “Caledon Bay Murder 
Cases”. In NS, 1/6/1934; “The Caledon Bay Murders”. In NS, 5/6/1934.  
 
72 Egan, op. cit., pp. 41-42; Wise, op. cit., pp. 125-131, Elkin (1962), op. cit., pp. 217-219.  
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protests developed into widespread lobbying for Aboriginal welfare for the rest of the 
1930s and into the early 1940s.73   
 
The outcome of the Eastern Arnhem Land incidents was, in the words of Elkin, “a 
very important advance in the movement for legal justice”.74  In April 1933, a panel 
of sixty jurors presented a petition to the Northern Territory Supreme Court, 
recommending that it would be more appropriate for Aborigines to be tried in 
accordance with tribal law rather than the Northern Territory criminal system.  
Humanitarian and mission groups continued to be active, too.75  In May 1933, the jury 
system was abolished in the Territory, except in the case of crimes attracting the death 
penalty.  A new ordinance was introduced in May 1934, under which the passing of a 
sentence of death was not required “where an Aboriginal native (was) convicted of 
murder”.76  Unlike in Western Australia, where Courts of Native Affairs were 
occasionally convened in respect of an “offence committed by a native against 
another native”, the matter of Native Courts in the Territory continued to be a drawn 
out process. 77  While anti-Aboriginal feeling was to continue in Darwin legal cases, 
Gsell, as will be seen, had his own views about the punishment of Indigenous 
offenders. 
 
Publicity, Criticism and a Little Government Action  
In May 1934, Gsell delivered a lecture in Sydney, on problems associated with 
mission work.  Mainstream society could only assist the Aborigines, he said, “by 
being tolerant, in having an understanding of their laws and customs, and sharing our 
                                                 
 
73 Elkin (1962), op. cit., pp. 218-220.  The year 1934, said Elkin, was the turning point in Aboriginal 
policy. 
 
74 Elkin, A.P., “The Background of Present Day Aboriginal Policies”. In Warburton, J.W. (Ed.), 
Proceedings of Conference on Welfare Policies for Australian Aborigines, Armidale: University of 
New England, May 1960, p. 12. 
 
75 Elkin, A.P., “Aboriginal Evidence and Justice in North Australia”. In Oceania, Vol. 17, No. 3, 
March, 1947, p. 200.  In standing up against the inter-racial conflict that was evident in court cases in 
Darwin, Elkin did much to bring about the change.   
 
76 Ibid, p. 201.  In determining the penalty for Aborigines convicted of murder of a “European or 
native”, “native law or custom” had to be considered.  
 
77 For discussion of Native Courts in Western Australia see Elkin, op. cit., pp. 205-208. 
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faith and comforts”.78  The “natives”, Gsell also said, “could not be expected to fall in 
line with the white man’s laws by violent breaking down of their tribal customs”.79  
Gsell did not believe in the evangelical thrust of Christianising by a rapid destruction 
of the traditional culture.  Elkin, later in 1934, also saw a need for the protection of 
Indigenous customs as occurred in Papua.80  While Elkin laid the basis for a Native 
Affairs Branch in the Territory in 1934, he was, later on, to become a champion of 
assimilation, a policy that was to affect the Tiwi in post World War Two years.81   
 
In the face of the perceived failure by the government to act on the trade between the 
Tiwi and the pearling crews, Gsell did not hesitate to use the media if the opportunity 
arose.  He also used it explain his programme of exchanging trade goods for girls 
offered to him by the Tiwi.  The “wild” Islanders, he said, kept their women and 
children hidden.82  Occasionally, a young man would steal a woman who was already 
tribally married, and take her to the mission.  Gsell would bargain with the husband, 
who was invariably of the generation older than the wife.  When the young man 
publicly pledged that the girl would be his only wife, Gsell handed her over to him.  
By mid 1934, he had “bought” 124 girls.83  The fact that there were cases where a girl 
was acquired by Gsell after she was stolen from her husband by a young Tiwi, and the 
fact that the girl concerned and the young man who stole her fled to the mission 
station, are distinct indicators of cultural change.  The avoidance, in the main, of the 
customary clan fights over stolen women and the willingness to surrender a promised 
wife or a daughter for desired goods, demonstrate that growing numbers of Tiwi were 
willing to put certain of their customs aside in the name of satisfying their desire for 
non-Indigenous goods.  The language, the social structure, and the Pukumani 
mortuary ritual however, remained intact.  The Kulama yam increase ceremony con 
tinued but with fewer initiates.  Gsell still believed in interfering with the culture only 
                                                 
78 “Aborigines. Problem of Mission Work”. In  SMH,  25/5/1934. 
 
79 Ibid. 
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No. 14, September 1934, pp. 58-59. 
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where the practices were “obnoxious or contrary to the teachings of Christianity”.84  
He did not believe in the imprisonment of tribal people for offences.  Rather they 
should be removed from their country or receive light corporal punishment.85  
Comments by Gsell in newspapers indicate that in 1934 friction over the theft of 
women by young men was still occurring in the Tiwi Islands.  During that time also, a 
dispute between two men over a woman led to a feud that continued intermittently 
over two years.86  The presence of the missionaries and the imposing of Australian 
law on Aboriginal people had not brought change to this area of Tiwi culture, the 
stealing of women.  Oral history does not suggest any acceleration in the number of 
thefts.   
 
Despite support for mission operations by southern advocacy organisations, the 
feeling was not shared by all people in the north.  A prominent Darwin journalist 
wrote to Elkin, 
 
If they (the churches) investigated the conditions under which their missions 
function…if they came out openly as traders, intent on enriching themselves, 
then they might do some good in the community…No-one will ever employ a 
missionised nigger; no-one has anything but contempt and dislike for the 
missions in the Territory; there is no-one has a good word to say for them; 
they are slavers, quite as bad as those mentioned in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, only 
they don’t do their evil deeds in the light of day, they camouflage them all 
under the cloak of religion.87
 
                                                                                                                                            
83 Ibid. 
84  NAA: A1934, 10021, J.A. Carrodus, Report on the Northern Territory, 1934 - 35, p. 26.  Carrodus 
had been Head of the Northern Territory Branch of the Department of Home Affairs, and Acting 
Administrator of the Territory in 1934, before becoming Secretary of the Department of the Interior. 
 
85 Ibid. 
 
86 SMH (19/4/1934), op. cit.; “Sampans At Islands North Of Darwin.  Degenerating Effect on 
Aborigines Reported”. In The Advertiser, Adelaide, 25/9/1936. 
87 Mrs J.S. Litchfield, journalist, to Elkin, September 1934.  In Wise, op. cit., p. 130.  In 1955, when 
she spoke to me about the trial of Nemarluk, she owned the Rebecca Library in Darwin.  
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Criticisms of the missions also came from the Chief Protector, who likewise rebuked 
the southern humanitarians and anthropologists.88  The humanitarians, he stated, had 
no first hand knowledge of Aboriginal conditions, while the anthropologists argued 
for inviolable reserves where Aborigines could retain their lifestyle free of contact 
with Europeans.  This, claimed Cook, did nothing for the pauperised remnants of 
broken and dispossessed tribes.89  
 
Gsell, for his part, saw the Japanese trade as part of the degeneration of Indigenous 
society, saying, 
 
I do not blame the Japanese for trouble in the north.  I blame our own blacks, 
who, wherever they are in touch with civilisation, are degenerating rapidly.  
The Chinese are running opium among them, and the Japanese give them rum.  
Our blacks lend their wives to the pearlers, and it is non-payment or under-
payment by the Japanese that inevitably leads to trouble.90
 
While the Tiwi-Japanese relationship continued on Bathurst Island, it also operated on 
Buchanan Island, and at Panarli, on Melville Island.  Arrests were made at Uneeka 
when a police officer found goods from a lugger in the camp there.91  This failed to 
stop the trade from spreading north to Garden Point, also on Melville Island.   
 
 
According to oral history, the first five luggers to anchor off Garden Point were 
manned by Japanese and Malay crews.  The crews traded European foods and tobacco 
for native foods before requesting the Tiwi men for women.  Each woman received a 
                                                 
 
88 Cook, C.E.A., “The Native Problem - Why is it Unsolved?”. In The Australian Quarterly, Vol. 22,  
No. 4, September 1950, pp. 18-21. 
 
89 Ibid, pp. 18-19. 
 
90 SMH (18/9/1937), op. cit.  See also, letter from Gsell in The Aborigines Protector, Vol. 1, No. 4, 
June 1937, pp. 9-10. 
 
91 Interview with Aloysius Puantulura, Nguiu, 24/8/1963. 
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bag of flour, a bag of sugar and other goods for her services.92 The situation 
introduced the Tiwi to the wider public, with newspaper headlines such as 
“Aborigines Terrified. Japanese on Islands”, “Serious Charges Against Japanese 
Pearlers”, and “Alleged Procuring of Aboriginal Women”.93   
 
A proposal by the government to appoint a staff member at Nguiu as a protector to 
combat the trade in women was not a practical one, and was rejected by Gsell.94  
Later, in September 1935, the government said it was sceptical of reports of the trade 
received from the mission.95  Within a week a police officer visited three of the 
islands, to check on the reports about the trade and to search for two part-Aboriginal 
girls who were missing from Darwin, one or both of these girls being partly Tiwi in 
origin.  One of the girls was located on Buchanan Island with her Tiwi mother and 
stepfather, and taken to Darwin.96  Through periodical comments to the press about 
the prostitution of the island women and publicity given to his acquiring of girls, 
Gsell kept the Tiwi in the minds of the wider Australia.97  This action was similar to 
the efforts of Thomson who kept the people of Arnhem Land and Cape York in 
                                                 
92 Interview with Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, Nguiu, 21/7/1963.  “Malays” was a common term for 
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prominence through newspaper coverage of his work and his subsequent 
recommendations on policy.98
 
The Land Is Mine  
The movement of the Tiwi into the wider world was hastened by several other events 
on Bathurst Island.  On 17 June 1934, the emergency landing of a British plane, the 
Astraea, on a newly constructed airstrip near the mission gave the Islanders a close-up 
look at an aircraft for the first time.99  They had seen planes flying overhead but never 
on the ground. The construction of an emergency landing ground at Cape Fourcroy, 
on the southwest side of Bathurst Island in 1935, led to demands by Mariano 
Munkara, a leader of the Tikalauila land owning band, for payment for the siting of 
the strip on “his” land.100  The Administrator, while pointing out that Mariano was an 
elder, not a king, recommended payment of goods to him.101  This incident 
demonstrates the fact that the Tiwi saw themselves, not the government, as the 
customary owners of their islands.  Mariano was involved in another incident in 1930 
when he attempted to stop the construction of a road across Bathurst Island for the 
purposes of procuring timber in a remote area and to bring wild cattle (scrubbers) into 
the mission station.  A meeting of the Tiwi showed that they feared the building of the 
road would lead to more Europeans coming from the mainland to take the island, “just 
as the white men took Darwin”.102  In the words of one Tiwi “boy”, “That all good 
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blackfella country, but the Gubment bin takem, but no more payem blackfella”.103  
This understanding of ownership is also illustrated by the invariable reply by Tiwi 
accused of stealing coconuts and potatoes.  The attitude was that no theft had taken 
place, the allegedly stolen object being considered as “…belong me tucker.  Him 
grow along country belong me”.104
 
The largest of the Tiwi islands could have been lost to the Islanders and their lives 
changed even further if one of several proposals had gone ahead.  From early 1934, 
W.G. Hutchins, a Sydney businessman, sought to purchase Melville Island for 
pastoral and agricultural development.105  He pursued his proposal for several years, 
despite Vesteys holding the leases over the entire island.  The second proposal, a 
short-lived one, was a plan to settle 25,000 Jewish refugees on the island.106  More 
realistic were the calls from humanitarian organisations, such as the Victorian 
Aboriginal Group and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, for 
Melville Island to be declared a reserve.107  In 1934, the Howard League for Penal 
Reform passed a motion reading, 
 
That this meeting protests against the renewal of the lease of Melville Island 
to a chartered company which proposes to erect a meat works there, and 
earnestly urges the Federal Government, in the name of our common 
humanity, to protect the Aborigines there, who are still in their primitive state, 
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107 NAA: A659/1, 1941/1/991, op. cit., (1) Hon. Secretary, The Victorian Aboriginal Group (VAG), to 
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by proclaiming the island an Aboriginal reserve to be controlled by the 
Bathurst Island Mission, as recommended by Mr. Bleakley, Chief Protector of 
Queensland, in his report to the Commonwealth Government in 1928, or by 
any other mission approved by the Government. 108
 
This sentiment was echoed by other organisations throughout 1934.109  The 
Commonwealth’s response was the same as it was to be throughout the 1930s, that is, 
the island was leased to Vesteys.  The response was made despite a statement by the 
Rev. J.H. Sexton that the government had the power to revoke the leases. 110  The 
creation of Melville Island as a reserve, and the exclusion of all but missionaries and 
government officers, would have slowed down the effects of inter-cultural contact, at 
least for a while. 
 
Reserves were also on the mind of Elkin, who saw a need for more inviolable areas in 
the Northern Territory, but not in “barren or sandy wastes”.111  He also again raised 
the need for Departments of Native Affairs where required, based on the Papua and 
New Guinea experience. In supporting Elkin, Michael Sawtell went further, arguing 
the need for the role of protector to be taken from the police, emphasising this with a  
reference to “the chain-gang in the Northern Territory and the Kimberlies (sic)”.112 
Sawtell, like Elkin, saw that native policy must be based on the very gradual 
absorption of the Aborigines into European society as good citizens.113
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Justice for All?  
In spite of a veneer of sophistication brought about by the increasing exposure to the 
European and Asian cultures, many suspicions and customs remained part of Tiwi 
society, even on the mission station and in mainland centres visited by the Islanders.  
For instance, death through unnatural causes demanded retribution.  On 7 December 
1934, the Northern Standard reported that “The Bathurst Island Mission lugger ‘St. 
Francis’ arrived from Bathurst Island last evening with an injured abo., for attention 
at the hospital”.114
 
Early in the morning of 6 December, a Tiwi man, Marrakai Kantilla, was accidentally 
wounded by Alphonso Abelaro, a Filipino who captained the mission lugger, while 
taking mangoes from Alphonso’s tree at Nguiu.  Alphonso, a friend of Marrakai, fired 
a warning shot, not seeing Marrakai near the tree in the semi-darkness.  The Tiwi 
wanted to spear the Manilaman but were stopped by Father Gsell.115  Taken to 
Darwin by Alphonso, Marrakai died after his leg was amputated.116  Alphonso was 
arrested but was discharged by the coroner’s court, before which Father Gsell gave 
evidence, on 11 December 1934.  It was decided, however, that under the 
circumstances Alphonso should no longer reside at Nguiu.117
In 1936-37, steps were taken to tighten controls over Aborigines.  Following a 
recommendation by the Board of Enquiry into the shooting of Yokunmunna by 
Constable William McKinnon at Uluru, on 19 February 1936, the Minister for the 
Interior announced the planned establishment of a Native Constabulary in the 
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Northern Territory.118  The plan evoked the following response from Northern 
Standard: 
 
The Federal Government’s plan to raise a Northern Territory native police 
force officered by whites for keeping order among the wild and semi-wild 
abos. should not be rushed.  There is no analogy between Papuan and New 
Guinea natives and the Australian abos. considered as police material.  The 
first two are people on a higher plane, with a higher sense of discipline and 
capacity for organised action.  Even so, I can certify that there are some ugly 
blots on the record of admirable Papuan force - e.g., the massacre of “tame” 
mission natives at Paiwa and there were others.119   
 
The plan, which was also criticised by Daisy Bates, was included, in 1940, in policy 
related to the newly established Native Affairs Branch.  If the proposal had been 
pursued, it would have affected the Tiwi, as well as remote mainland groups.120   
 
In the same period, some efforts were being made by the administration to restrict the 
negative impact of white culture on the Indigenous population.  In a failed attempt to 
combat the consumption of methylated spirits, legislation was passed, banning the 
sale of these spirits to Indigenous people.121  The Chief Protector was empowered to 
administer the estates of Aborigines who died intestate, while consideration was given 
to the non-requirement of persons to give evidence against their Indigenous consorts.  
Of significance to the Tiwi situation, unauthorised persons were forbidden from 
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entering territorial waters adjacent to a reserve.122  Except for 1937, when the pearling 
fleet temporarily shifted its operations to Arnhem Land waters, this law experienced 
frequent violation when pearling luggers illegally anchored off the Tiwi Islands.123   
 
Such violation ensured a continuation of the prostitution of Tiwi girls and women.  It 
also meant the possibility of more children being born out the liaisons with the Asian 
lugger crews.  By 1937, Gsell had acquired 14 Tiwi-Japanese children.124  The 
missionary had other concerns about the women involved in the trade with the Asians.  
Girls as young as 10 years were being prostituted, one girl swimming ashore four 
times to escape the crewmen, before being speared in the leg by her husband and 
forced back to the vessel.125  In the two years prior to 1936, men had refused to offer 
their daughters to the mission due to their involvement in the trade.126  The 
government finally took action to control the relationship between the Tiwi and the 
lugger crews when the Northern Territory Patrol Service was established in 1936.127  
This occurred at a time when a proposal was made within the administration to 
declare Melville Island a reserve and to establish a medical post there.128  Once again, 
Vesteys’ leases over the island were the stumbling block. 
 
                                                 
 
122 Ibid. 
 
123 Waterman, op. cit., looks at the effects of the trade in women on the Tiwi. 
 
124 SMH (18/9/1937), op. cit.  Wilson, H., Graydon, J.J., Simmons, R.T., and Bryce, L.M., “The Blood 
Groups of Australian Aborigines”. In The Medical Journal of Australia, Vol. 11, No. 23, 2/12/1944, p. 
585, during a medical examination of 571 Tiwi in or about 1942, “the oldest Japanese hybrid noticed 
…” was aged only nine years”.  In Gsell’s opinion, such children were “physically, mentally, and 
morally superior” to the offspring of Aboriginal-European liaisons.  Bednall, Colin, “ARNHEM 
LAND Coast Patrol” (sic).  In Walkabout, Vol. 4, No. 10, August 1938.  In Bednall’s view, the 
“numbers” of Aboriginal-Japanese infants he had seen were the “saddest-looking children” he had ever 
seen.  He considered them to be undersized and to have “extraordinary features”. 
 
125 The Herald (24/9/1936), op. cit. 
 
126 Ibid. 
 
127 NAA: A1/15, 1936/9564, “Breaches of Aboriginals’ Ordinance by Crews of Pearling Luggers, 
N.T.”, ff. 2, 14: On 24/8/1936, two Japanese divers were fined after two luggers were apprehended off 
Bathurst Island.  
 
128 Northern Territory Administration Report (1937), op. cit., p. 23. 
 115
Over the years Tiwi had been employed on Naval survey ships, pearling luggers and 
coastal vessels.129  Now a few were recruited to work on the patrol vessel Larrakia 
and its successor Kuru.  They participated in the raids on luggers anchored off the 
islands and, in 1939, the removal of Tiwi women and one man to Darwin as witnesses 
in subsequent court cases.130  Such incidents became an important part of local oral 
history.131
 
Moreover, the law and the judicial system played a role in drawing the Tiwi 
community into the culture of the wider world.  Just as misdemeanours in the past, 
and more recently the Port Keats and Caledon Bay killings, had drawn a number of 
Islanders into the Australian legal system, so these women, taken as witnesses to 
Darwin, were introduced to a manner of justice that was very different to their 
customary law.  This introduction came as, in the view of Parry and Austin, a 
“gradual but significant improvement” was occurring “in various aspects of 
Indigenous people’s encounters with the law”.132  This change, they say, did not come 
about through the efforts of the Chief Protector and politicians, but through the 
lobbying of the humanitarian movement.  In the cases brought against the Darwin-
based owners of the luggers for unlawfully allowing Aboriginal women aboard their 
vessels, however, the Tiwi women were subjected to controls taken by the police to 
ensure that their evidence was not manipulated by men from the islands.  Enroute to 
Darwin they were locked up at Nguiu overnight.  In Darwin the women were initially 
                                                 
 
129 Gsell did not object to Tiwi working on pearling luggers, whereas the Methodist Overseas Missions 
superintendents opposed such employment for men from their missions. 
 
130 NAA: (a) A1/15, 1937/2419, “Patrol Vessel for Northern Territory – Cruises of ”, T. Haultain to 
Administrator, 12/8/1936; T. Haultain to Administrator, 2/11/1936;  (b) F1/0, 1939/503, “Arrest of 
Luggers D28, D44, and D45 ...”, W.H.V. Waterson to Administrator, 4/3/1939; Constable R.R. Pryor 
to Inspector of Police, 5/3/1939; (c) A452/1964/574, “Request by John Morris of Bathurst Island 
Mission, for access to departmental Records”, Secretary, Department of Territories to Morris, 
2/4/1964. 
 
131 Interviews with Benedict Munkara, Nguiu, 20/7/1963; Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, Nguiu, 
21/7/1963 and 29/7/1964; Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 21/7/1963; Aloysius Puantulura, Nguiu, op. cit.; 
Brian Bricklayer Tipuamantumirri, Nguiu, 25/8/1963; Jerry Kerinaiua, Nguiu, 25/8/1964; Jeffrey 
Mungatopi, Nguiu, 5/1/1964 and 30/3/1964. 
 
132 Parry, Suzanne and Austin, Tony, “Introduction.  Making Connections and Causing 
Disconnections”.  In Austin, Tony and Parry, Suzanne, Connection and Disconnection: encounters 
between settlers and Indigenous people in the Northern Territory, Darwin: Northern Territory 
University Press, 1998, p. 19.   
 116
lodged in the police “boys’” huts, from which the regular occupants were temporarily 
evicted.  Later they were removed to the new Bagot Aboriginal Compound.  At no 
time were Tiwi men allowed near them, those being employed by the police, customs 
or at the court house being instructed not to talk to them.133  Despite the precautions, 
the prosecution was only partly successful.   
 
The first case led to a dismissal of the charge, while in subsequent cases the captain of 
another lugger, Kenes Keneshero and the head diver on a third, Aming Bin Taib, were 
each fined twenty pounds and deported.134   
 
Socially, the effects of cultural change could be daunting, especially if the Aborigines 
concerned were considered to be de-tribalised.  European society in the Northern 
Territory depended on the labour of Aborigines and Islanders, especially those who 
had a touch of sophistication, that is, at least a basic understanding of mainstream 
Australian civilisation.  The Territory’s social structure suffered from an entrenched 
view among the European population that was both hierarchal and racist.  In such a 
view there were differing grades of humanity in local society, with Europeans at the 
top, followed by Asians, then part-Aborigines and, finally, traditional and semi-
traditional Aborigines and Islanders. 
 
The observations of the Payne-Fletcher Report on the Northern Territory in 1937 
exemplifies the social status of Aborigines and Islanders at that time.  Appointed to 
investigate matters relating to land use and economic development in the Territory, 
Payne and Fletcher did not consider Aboriginal workers as economically important, 
                                                 
133 Interviews with Aloysius Puantulura, Nguiu, op cit., and Brian Bricklayer Tipuamantumirri, Nguiu, 
25/8/1963.  At the time, Aloysius worked in the Darwin Customs House. 
 
134 The Advertiser, Adelaide: (1) “Patrol Launch Arrests Crews of Three Luggers.  Charges Under 
Native Consorting Law.  Lubras Alleged to have Leaped into Water”, 4/3/1939; (2) “Larrakia’s Raid 
on Luggers. Alleged Harboring of Lubras. Dismissal of First Charge Heard”. 8/3/1939; (3) “Lubra 
Says She Slept on Lugger.  Evidence in Second Case. Captain Denies Charge”, 9/3/1939; (4) “Lugger 
Master Fined 20 Pounds.  Magistrate Finds That Lubra Was On Board”; 10/3/1939; (5) “Trial Of 
Master Of Third Lugger.  Lubras Give Evidence Of Being On Board’, 11/3/1939; NAA: A452, 
1964/574 Secretary, Department of Territories to Morris, op. cit.; NAA: F1/0, 1939/503, op. cit., 
Director of Native Affairs to Administrator, 10/7/1939.  
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despite the dependence of European Territorians on their labour.135  One must agree 
with Rowley that “their lack of interest is indicated by their relegation of their 
‘problem’ to a group of subsidiary matters”.136  While the report deserves credit for its 
criticism of the administration of Aboriginal welfare under a Chief Protector who was 
also the Chief Medical Officer, the economic interests of its authors are clear from 
their adverse attitude to the resumption of viable land for Aboriginal reserves and to 
the banning of pearling crews from landing in coastal reserves.  Furthermore, no 
reference was paid to the historical importance of Indigenous employees to the 
pastoral industries in which a small number of people from eastern Melville Island 
were engaged.  As McGrath points out, Payne and Fletcher “recommended that the 
interests of the commercial sector be put even more clearly before the interest of 
Aborigines”.137
 
The observations of Richard Thurnwald on Bougainville in the 1930s reflect the 
situation in the Northern Territory in the same period.  “The whites”, he wrote, 
“merely treat (the Natives) as machines to do work”, and “there are whites whose idea 
of responsibility does not go beyond utilizing the natives as if they were a kind of 
plantation machinery”.138  The attitude of various European Territorians towards 
Aborigines can be seen in a comment by a Naval officer in reply to a request by the 
Commanding Officer of HMAS Moresby that Aborigines employed on the vessel be 
allowed to obtain their meals from the General Mess, rather than receiving separate 
rations.  The Captain-in-Charge of Naval Establishments, Sydney, commented that in 
considering such a proposal, thought must be given to “the prestige of the white 
                                                 
135 Payne, W.L. and Fletcher, J.W., Report of the Board of Inquiry into the Land and Land Industries 
of the Northern Territory of Australia, Canberra: CG P, 1937, pp. 69-71.  Less than two pages are 
devoted to the role of Aborigines in the Northern Territory’s development. 
 
136 Rowley (1970), op. cit., p. 283. 
 
137 McGrath, Ann, “Before grog, before wages, Before the Japanee war: the Northern Territory in 1938 
and some station routines”. In Gammage, B. and Markus, A. (Eds.), all that dirt aborigines 1938 (sic), 
Canberra: History Project Incorporated, ANU, 1982, p. 68. 
 
138 Thurnwald, Richard C., “The Price Of The White Man’s Peace”. In Pacific Affairs, Vol. 9, No. 30, 
1936, p. 356. 
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people in the Northern Territory”.139  The attitude can also be seen in the response to 
crimes alleged to have been committed, in the 1930s, by Tiwi men in Darwin. 
 
In the first instance, there was a public call for the execution of a Tiwi man, 
“Butcher”, charged with rape on the allegation of a Greek man with whose wife the 
Islander was said to have had a relationship.  The accused man was supported by 
Gsell, and he was released from custody and returned home to the islands.140  The 
second case, in 1938, involved a Tiwi man, referred to in the court and the media 
simply as “Packsaddle”, although the relevant committal papers refer to him as 
“Packsaddle otherwise Too-put-ah-malay”.141  The case, involving an alleged assault 
upon two European women, gained widespread media publicity and led to 
suggestions that Aboriginal law-breakers should be flogged.142  Indigenous activist 
Pearl Gibbs told a meeting in Sydney that “white men who assaulted Aboriginal 
women” should be punished likewise, something that had never occurred.143
 
The action of one Tiwi cast into the wider world of Darwin, became in the eyes of 
many Europeans, a threat from Indigenous society as a whole.  A feeling of outrage 
was spurred on by a former mayor of Darwin, J.H. Brogan, who criticised the 
                                                 
139 NAA:  MP1949/7, 712/205/621, op. cit., (1) Commanding Officer, HMAS Moresby, to Captain-in-
Charge, Sydney, 23/6/1939; (2) Captain- in-Charge, Sydney, to Secretary, Naval Board, 18/7/1939.  
The attitude of the time towards Aborigines can be seen in a handwritten note by the Navy Office, 
17/8/1923, stating that it would be advisable for articles on issue to the Aboriginal employees to be 
considered gratuitous “after being in use by the natives”; also, in an undated Naval note, June - July 
1939: the value of rations issued to the Aborigines was less than those issued to Naval ratings on the 
Moresby. 
 
140 Pilling, op. cit., pp. 268-269, does not offer a surname or personal Tiwi name for Butcher.  He 
appears to have been Butcher Tipuranginamirri, a Yeimpi man, and should not be confused with 
Butcher Namandarrarrk Knight referred to in page 86, footnote 180, of this thesis. 
 
141 NAA: A432/81, 1957/2651, “Association for the Protection of Native races, Re trial of 
Packsaddle”, f. 18.  The use of only the European name of an accused Aborigine was a common 
practice in the Northern Territory legal system.  NAA : E72/DL799 (1938), “The King Vs Packsaddle 
(Too-Put-ah-Malay)” also relates to Packsadddle’s case but the author has not been able to access it. 
 
142 NAA: A1/15, 1938/4793, “Assaults by Aborigines on White Women, N.T.”; NS: (1) “Aboriginal 
Assaults Two White Women”, 4/3/1938; (2) “Assault on White Women.  Abo. Arrested”, 8/3/1938; 
(3) “Four Years for Packsaddle”, 2/4/1938.  The West Australian: (1) “Darwin Outrage.  Assault on 
White Women”, 5/3/1938; “Darwin Outrage. Assaults (sic) on White Women.  Native Sent for Trial”, 
12/3/1938.  “Packsaddle” was John Packsaddle Tipilawurra.  In the 1960s, Paru villagers claimed that 
he was innocent of the charge. 
 
143 Horner, op. cit., p. 110. 
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Aboriginal policy and the government for listening to missionaries and 
anthropologists.144  The Chief Protector announced that the regulations regarding 
Aborigines in prohibited town areas would be rigidly enforced.145  For example, 
Aborigines and part-Aborigines were not allowed on the streets of Darwin at night 
except when an exemption was granted on a fortnightly basis for them to attend a film 
show.146
 
In response to these heightened tensions, there were calls for calm.  The general 
secretary of the Methodist Missionary Society, Rev. J.W. Burton, saw Packsaddle’s 
action as an effect of de-tribalisation.  This was an isolated case, he said, and “the 
whole race of aborigines should not be condemned for it”.147  An urban Aboriginal 
point of view came from John Patten, the president of the Aborigines’ Progressive 
Association.  The exaggeration of the Darwin case, he said, “would prejudice the fair 
consideration of aboriginal problems”.148  The Minister for the Interior, John 
McEwan, warned against vigilante or individual action of a police nature.149  No 
doubt with his ideal of assimilation in mind, Elkin, too, warned against mass hysteria 
and the possibility of it “cramp(ing) in any way the formulation of a native policy”.150  
Arguing that “far too many of the detribalised men and women have become derelicts 
and, like derelicts in our own society, may become sexually dangerous”, Elkin 
stressed the need for a “new and better” native administration policy with an 
emphasis on education.151   
                                                 
144 The West Australian, 5/3/1938. 
 
145 “Control of Aborigines.  Regulations to be Strictly Enforced”. In NS, 4/3/1938. 
 
146 Stanton, Sue, “The Australian Half-Caste Progressive Association:  The Fight For Freedom and 
Rights In The Northern Territory”. In Journal of Northern Territory History (henceforth JNTH), Issue 
No. 4, 1993, p. 39. 
 
147 “The Missionary View.  Effect of De-Tribalisation”. In The West Australian, 5/3/1938. Burton said 
that the people of Darwin were “losing their heads”. 
 
148 Ibid.  Patten felt that the threats of lynching and whipping and the “severe control of aborigines” 
would only aggravate the problem. 
 
149 “Adequate Protection.  Federal Minister’s Assurance”. In The West Australian, 5/3/1938. 
 
150 “Warning Against Race Hysteria”.  In NS, 8/3/1938.  Elkin supported the work of missionaries. 
 
151 Elkin, A.P., “A Recent Happening at Darwin”.  In The Aborigines’ Protector, Vol. 1, No. 5, June 
1938, p. 4. 
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In 1938, the circumstances and the future of Indigenous society were being strongly 
debated in Darwin.152  It was heightened by criticism from Judge Thomas Wells, in 
April, when sentencing Packsaddle to four years imprisonment for the assault of the 
two women.  Apart from an attack upon the existing Aboriginal policy, Wells 
advocated the flogging of Aborigines convicted of serious cases such as assault, 
pointing out that such punishment had previously been suggested by W.H. Stanner, 
the anthropologist, and Alf Dyer, a missionary who participated in the Peace 
Expedition in 1933-34.153  Despite being the subject of Parliamentary attacks and an 
influx of messages of protest to the Federal Government, in sentencing a Tiwi man for 
indecent assault on a child in September, 1938, Wells commented that the “boy 
should be given a ‘good flogging’ and sent home “and made to stay there”.154  In 
replying to Parliamentary questions about Wells’ attitude, the Minister for the 
Interior, John McEwan, said that he was in touch with Gsell, “who had special 
knowledge of aboriginal problems” and would correspond with others who could 
authoritatively advise on this area.155   
 
Towards a New Deal 
Attitudes of this type did not impede the wider debate on Aboriginal policy, with 
input from both Europeans and Aborigines.  The climax of the debate was to affect all 
Indigenous Territorians, including the Tiwi.  A proposal for a programme of 
                                                 
152 NS: (1) “Rescuing the Aborigines from the Grip of Disease”, 18/1/1938; (2) “Diseased Abos. and  
Whites’ Assistance”, 25/1/1938; (3) “The Abo’s Future”, 18/3/1938; (4) “Aborigines - Federal Policy.  
Co-operation with Missions”, 21/6/1938, 24/6/1938 and 28/6/1938; (5) “The Abo. Question”, 
2/8/1938; (6) “The Aboriginal Problem”, 15/7/1938; (7) “Reply to Mr. Antony”, 26/7/1938; (8) 
“Cheap Native Labor in Northern Australia”, 11/8/1938; and (9) “The Aboriginal Policy”, 16/8/1938.   
 
153 NS; (1) “Four Years for Packsaddle. Government’s Abo. Policy Criticised”. In, 22/4/1938; (2) 
Floggings for Abos.”, 22/4/1938; (3) “Flogging”, 2/6/1938; (4) “Flogging”, 10/6/1938; (5) “More 
About the Abo.”, 17/6/1938.  Wells received support from Rev. J. Sexton and Colonel R.H. Weddell, 
former Administrator of the Northern Territory - see NS, 22/4/1938 and 10/6/1938. Middleton, 
Hannah, But Now We Want the Land Back, Sydney: New Age Publishers, 1977, p. 153. 
 
154 NAA:  A1/15, 1938/4793, op. cit. There were demands for a retrial of Packsaddle due to some 
doubt about his guilt.  NS: (1) “Floggings For Abos.”, 22/4/1938; (2) “Flogging of Natives.  Questions 
in Parliament”, 3/6/1938; (3) “Removal of Judge Wells.  Motion in House of Representatives”, 
1/7/1938; Mildren, Dean, “The Administration of Justice in the Northern Territory During the War 
Years”.  In  
JNTH , Issue No. 5, 1994, p. 23. NAA: A1/15, 1938/4793, op. cit, f. 80: The “boy” in the second case 
was “Roy Antdoolaway” (Roy Godfrey Antiluwi) who was accused of indecent assault on a six year 
old girl of part-Aboriginal descent.  
 
155 NS (3/6/1938), op. cit. 
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assimilation was expounded by officials at a government conference on Aboriginal 
welfare in 1937.156  Aboriginal activist William Cooper also saw the need for 
assimilation  as set down in his petition to the King of England.  The petition, which 
contained the signature of one or more Tiwi, sought an Aboriginal presence in 
Parliament and the amelioration of the circumstances of Indigenous people.157  
However, prejudice raised its head once again.  Only an amendment to the 
Commonwealth Constitution could open the way for Aboriginal Parliamentary 
representation, but, as a report from Canberra pointed out, “no Federal Government 
(was) likely to sponsor a referendum for such a purpose”.158 In the face of official 
inaction, William Ferguson and other urban Aboriginal activists organised a Day of 
Sorrow, held in Sydney on 26 January 1938.  Indigenous politics were not unified, 
however.  The intellectual David Unaipon, a member of the Ngaringari tribal group, 
opposed the staging of the Day of Sorrow, urging that Aborigines must live in the 
present rather than in the past.159   
 
Division existed, too, within the mainstream deliberation.  While Donald Thomson 
called for a policy of segregation for tribal people until a better policy could be 
established, and the Payne-Fletcher Commission on the Northern Territory supported 
the ideal of protection, Elkin called for the system of protectors to be replaced by 
patrol officers.160  He argued against negative and protective policies, commenting 
that, 
 
                                                 
156 Commonwealth of Australia. Aboriginal Welfare. Initial Conference of Commonwealth and State 
Aboriginal Authorities held at Canberra, 21st to 23 rd April, 1937, Canberra: GP, 1937. 
 
157 Turnbull, Clive, “Aborigines Petition to the King.  Want to Reach Standards of White Men”. In NS, 
4/1/1938.     
 
158 “Abo. Parliamentary Representation”. In NS, 21/1/1938.  Media prejudice did nothing to help the 
situation.  The Argus, 17/1/1938, referred to Aborigines as “a backward and low race …(which) cannot 
be treated as a modern civilised race. NAA file A1/15, 1938/4793, op. cit., ff. 84-86, Prime Minister to 
Cooper, 9/11/1938: The petition did not leave Australia. 
 
159 “New Charter for Blacks Urged”. In NS, 18/1/1938.   
 
160 “Policy in Dealing with Natives.  Anthropologist Recommends Segregation”. In The Advertiser, 
Adelaide, 10/6/1938; “Abo. Protectors. ‘Armchair Directors’”. In N S, 4/2/1938. Payne and Fletcher, 
op. cit., pp. 69-71. 
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…all policies which affect aborigines should be designed to assist human 
personalities developed in one culture to adjust themselves to a changed set of 
circumstances.  This means that education must play an important and large 
part in such policies, for the aborigines need assistance in understanding the 
implications of culture contact and in assessing the value for them of the 
various elements in our culture.161
 
Subsequently, Elkin’s proposal for an assimilation policy based on the Papuan 
experience won the day.  A “New Deal” for Northern Territory Aborigines, heavily 
influenced by Elkin, was announced by John McEwan, the Minister for the Interior, in 
February 1939.162  Within months, the Native Affairs Branch of the Northern 
Territory Administration replaced the Aborigines Branch, with E.W.P. Chinnery as 
the first Director.163  Chinnery’s support for Bathurst Island Mission was in strong 
contrast to  
the adverse attitude of C.E. Cook, the last Chief Protector, towards mission 
stations.164  Ironically, under Cook’s protectorship, the Government did not operate 
any compound facilities for Aborigines outside of Darwin, apart from Jay Creek 
Depot and the several institutions for children of mixed descent.  Relying, in the 
main, on the missions to cater for Aboriginal development, meant, as Rowley stated, 
complication in “getting any real administrative grasp of the task”.  “This abdication 
to religious bodies,” he continued, “illustrates the low priority allocated to Aboriginal 
                                                 
161 Elkin, A.P., “The Aborigines - Our Responsibility”. In The Church Standard, 28/5/1937, p. 34. 
 
162 McEwan, John, Northern Territory. Commonwealth Government’s Policy With Respect to 
Aboriginals, Canberra: Department of the Interior, 1939.  National Library of Australia: Chinnery 
Papers (hereafter CP), MS766, Item 8/6, Box 17, “Policy for the Aboriginals - Professor A.P. Elkin”, 
Department of the Interior memo, unsigned, undated. 
 
163 “New Deal for Blacks. Native Problems Analysed In Special Report”. In The Herald, Melbourne, 
23/10/1939.  Elkin played a major role in Chinnery’s appointment. 
 
164 CP, MS766, (1) Item 8/1, Box 16, “Preliminary Notes on Trip to Northern Territory by E.W.P. 
Chinnery”; (2) Item 8/8, Box 17, Report, Chinnery to Administrator, 18/1/1940, pp. 40-43.  NAA: 
A452/54, 1952/543, op. cit., Administrator, Report on Aboriginal Missions, 11/3/1938.  Kettle, op. cit., 
p. 111, notes that Cook despised missionaries and ignored reports on leprosy from missions.  Kettle, p. 
149, also states that Cook does not seem to have bullied Fr Gsell to the same extent as he did the 
Anglican and Methodist missionaries, “yet (at Nguiu) children lived in dormitories and the people did 
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needs”.165  To a large extent, the situation in the Northern Territory reflected that 
which had existed across Australia from the early years of the nineteenth century, it 
being “extraordinary that the national work of uplifting the blacks was practically 
relegated to the few isolated missions”.166  Under Chinnery, the situation was to 
change, although this was to be gradual rather than rushed.167   
 
Priest to Bishop 
Despite Cook’s commenting to the Administrator about “the evil effects of mission 
activity”, Gsell, described by Elkin “as one of the greatest pioneers in Aboriginal 
welfare”, did not see his work as corrupting Tiwi society.168  Interviewed about his 
acquisition of Tiwi girls, he stated that, 
 
I have been severely criticised for my policy of buying these girls by critics 
who do not know the facts.  The girls are saved from a life of misery and 
slavery.169
 
Father Gsell demonstrated his opposition to polygamy right up to the time he left 
Nguiu to be consecrated Bishop of Darwin in 1938.170  In that year, he told author 
Frank Clune that the remedy for the “abominable pagan marriage laws of these 
people” and their effect on young girls and women was, in his view, the teaching of 
Christian morality and “instruction in the benefits of monogamy and the dignity of 
mutual love”. 171   
                                                 
165 Rowley (1970), op. cit., p. 307, discussing the situation in remote areas of Australia. 
 
166 W.A.E., op. cit., p. 9.  
 
167 The first government settlement, other than the new Bagot Compound in Darwin, was Delissaville, 
established in 1941. 
 
168 NMA: Anon, Bishop Gsell and the Bathurst Island Mission, MS, date not given but after 1960, p. 4;  
Cook to Administrator, op. cit., p. 8. 
 
169 Daily Express (29/3/1934), op. cit. 
 
170 Personal communication, Father Tim Brennan to Morris, 11/12/2000:  Bishop Gsell was ordained 
on 5/6/1938, in Sydney.  See also, NS, 15/7/1938 and 2/7/1938, re public welcome for Gsell on his 
return to Darwin. 
 
171 Clune, Frank, To the Isles of Spice with Frank Clune, Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1940, 
pp. 64 - 65.  According to Clune, p. 63, “today the Mission Station is famous throughout the world.” 
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By the time of his departure from Nguiu in 1938, Father Gsell had agreed to the 
“purchase” of at least 142 girls and had seen the baptism of 381 Tiwi, including 12 
infants of mixed descent.172  In addition to the informal uniting of a number of non-
Christian couples, Gsell had married 12 couples in Church ceremonies.  His departure 
from the mission field came at a time when, as Ann McGrath, points out, missionaries 
appeared to be losing ground to the segregation policies of anthropologists.  
Thomson, in particular pushed for a completely new policy in Aboriginal affairs.173  
His proposals, however, were overshadowed by those of Elkin. 
 
The Twilight Years of the Japanese 
Gsell’s replacement, Father John McGrath, spoke the Tiwi language fluently, giving 
him a very good insight into the Tiwi psyche.  McGrath came to understand the 
Islanders so well that he was invited to leave Nguiu by some of the Tiwi who felt that  
he knew too much about their business.174  He was, nevertheless, a staunch ally of the 
Islanders, describing his policy to Captain C.T.G. Haultain, of the Coastal Patrol, as 
one of  
(Giving) them a fair go and it will be returned tenfold.  Don’t treat them as 
untutored children.  They are not.  Much we take for granted is inexplicable to 
them, and vice versa, what we sometimes find hard to understand, is to them 
quite a simple matter.175
 
                                                 
172 It is not clear exactly how many girls became Father Gsell’s “wives”.  According to a list prepared 
by Father John Cosgrove, 135 girls had been sold or bartered to Gsell up to August 1936.  In an 
interview published in the SMH on 18/9/1937, Monsignor Gsell, as he was then officially known, 
stated that he had bought 141 “wives”, of whom 21 had died.  While he was in Sydney, another girl 
was sold to the mission, the purchase apparently being negotiated by Father John McGrath.  Between 
1927 and 1936, eight of the girls are listed as “half-castes”.  Whether any of these had Japanese or 
Malay paternity is difficult to say, as the Tiwi husbands of the girl’s mothers are listed as the fathers. 
 
173 McGrath, op. cit., p. 69; Thomson (1938), op. cit.. 
 
174 See Pye, op. cit., pp. 61-62.  Wilson, M.J., “Northern Territory: Diocese and Missions, A 
Chronicle”.  In Nelen Yubu, No. 12, 1982, p. 33, quotes an unknown source: “(Father McGrath gained) 
that splendidly almost encyclopaedic knowledge of the Tiwi language, and of the Aboriginal thought 
and custom which is the envy of all ethnologists who have visited Bathurst Island.   The Tiwi thought 
he could read their minds”.  
 
175 Haultain, T., “This Mob Will Do Me”. In Annals, June 1966, p. 3.  Haultain was the first officer in 
charge of the Northern Territory Patrol Service. 
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Haultain’s favourable impression of the mission policy at Nguiu was added to by the 
fact that the Tiwi women wore lap laps or topless skirts rather than “Mother Hubbard” 
dresses, and the men were dressed in nagas (loin cloths) instead of an excess of 
clothing as occurred with many Aborigines and Islanders who came into contact with 
European society, a fact that also impressed the Administrator and his wife.176  Some 
missionaries across Australia saw the wearing of lap laps and nagas as immoral. 
 
As a boy, Benedict Munkara, later a Tiwi teacher, witnessed McGrath’s attitude 
towards the pearlers who traded in women. From time to time, lugger crews visited 
the mission to fill their water bags or to purchase pigs.  Upon one occasion, according 
to Benedict, McGrath discovered that the Japanese had been purchasing Tiwi girls.  
He kicked the waterbags over and ordered the men off the mission. 177  Not all lugger 
crews had to fear Father McGrath’s wrath.  When in the area, the Japanese captain of 
one lugger attended Sunday church services on the mission.  As well, several of the 
luggers carried Christian Asian crew-members who refused to allow women on board 
their vessels.178
 
People on the south-eastern coast of Melville Island continued to trade with the 
pearlers.  While searching for a lost horse on Melville Island, Benedict and some 
relatives entered a camp of people of the Mandiimbula band at Iminawutee.  The 
Mandiimbula people tried unsuccessfully to hide tobacco, tea and sugar from the 
Munkaras, who belonged to the Tikalauila band.  The Munkaras learnt that the goods 
had been obtained from luggers anchored at Panarli, on the south-eastern corner of the 
island.  Leaving their women at Iminawutee, Benedict and his uncles walked to 
Panarli.  A “big mob” of Mandiimbula and Yeimpi people had been camped right 
along the beach “for months”.  Some of Mandiimbula men were employed on the 
luggers.  At times Japanese crew-members came ashore, sometimes clad only in 
                                                 
176 Ibid, p. 4; Abbott, Hilda, Good night, All-about, unpublished manuscript, p.40.  A similar policy on 
clothing existed on Methodist Overseas Missions in Arnhem Land. 
 
177 Interview with Benedict Munkara, Nguiu, 20/7/1963.  According to Benedict, the waterbags were 
carried on bamboo poles.  Some of the Japanese, armed with rifles, took the Tiwi men hunting around 
Panarli. 
 
178 Interview with Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, Nguiu, 21/7/1960.  Kirridaudimo named the 
Christian captain as “Wu-tsu”. 
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shirts.  Tiwi women paddled their canoes out to the luggers after sunset and returned 
to the shore before sunrise.  Early one morning, the patrol boat Larrakia apprehended 
the luggers as they attempted to escape.  Immediately the Larrakia came into view, a 
few Mandiimbula men swam ashore from the luggers, which when apprehended were 
escorted to Darwin.179  
 
One Tiwi informant described an incident in which a patrol boat sought to apprehend 
crews soliciting women.  Towards the end of the decade, the members of a camp at 
Ulupi, near Cape Gambier on Melville Island, were concerned because they had no 
European foods or tobacco, and were living on “bush tucker”.180  One man delegated 
to watch out for luggers, called from a tree-top, “Jap lugger come”.  A Malay manned 
lugger, Number 9, on which two Tiwi men worked, came in first.   A “big mob Jap 
luggers” followed.181  As the Tiwi women were paid for their services, Aloysius 
Puantulura, a visitor from the mission, told their men that it was “more better to bring 
up tea, tobacco” and the other goods from the luggers, as there was a danger of a 
patrol boat appearing and the goods could be lost to the Tiwi.  That night as the 
women slept on the luggers, Aloysius saw torch-light on the patrol boat Kuru further 
along the coast.  Next morning as the luggers were boarded, a burst of machine gun 
fire stopped one vessel, Number 45, as it tried to escape.  All except the Malay lugger, 
which apparently did not have women on board, were escorted to Darwin.182  
 
The government took a further step towards protecting the Tiwi when it established a 
control base at Garden Point on 27 March 1939.183  This was the beginning of a 
permanent European presence on Melville Island and of a government official 
resident in the islands.  Within months, as part of its policy, the Native Affairs Branch 
                                                 
179 Ibid 
 
179 Interview with Aloysius Puantulura, Nguiu, op. cit. 
 
180  The camp comprised mainly Mandiimbula people. 
 
181 Interview with Aloysius Puantulura, Nguiu, op. cit. 
 
182 Ibid. 
 
183 Secretary, Department of Territories to Morris, op. cit.  NS, 28/3/1939, reported that Constable 
Ronald Pryor and his wife departed from Darwin for Nguiu on 26/3/1939, enroute to Garden Point.  
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decided to close down its “Half-Caste Institutions” and to hand the responsibility for 
the care of the children to mission organisations.  At the request of the Native Affairs 
Branch, Catholic Missions moved to set up a mission for part-Aboriginal children at 
Pirlangimpi, adjacent to the control base.184  Father William Connors, the 
superintendent of the new mission, proposed an approach to Vesteys for approval to 
establish the new mission at Garden Point.185  Work on the institution commenced in 
September 1940, and nine months later, in June 1941, the first children moved into 
the institution.186
 
The New Broom 
Reporting in early 1940 on the conclusion by the authorities of the Nguiu mission 
“that the future welfare of the natives of (the Tiwi Islands) is bound up with food-
production and animal industry”, the new Director of Native Affairs considered that  
 
The Missions are in a better position than any other organization to develop 
activities of this kind as they have an unparalleled influence over the people of 
the Territory, and with reasonable assistance from the Government should 
succeed in opening and extending these avenues of training.187
 
At the time, the average number of Tiwi “fed and assisted” daily at Nguiu were 95 
 
                                                                                                                                            
The Tiwi name for the present day Garden Point Community is Pirlangimpi.  The beachfront where the 
control base was established is called Pularumpi or Pulurumpi. 
184 NAA: A431/1, 1951/1399, “Garden Point (Melville Island). Reviews, reports, etc.”, (1) Rev. W. 
Connors to Director of Native Affairs, 23/4/1939; (2) Director of Native Affairs to Administrator, 
27/4/1940.   
 
185 NAA: A431/1, 1951/1399, Connors to Director, op. cit.  Owing to the loss of the London-based 
Vestey Group’s archives during and after World War Two it is not known whether Connors actually 
sought a lease for the mission (Verbal communication with the secretary of Vestey’s Group, London, 
11/2/2002 and 15/2/2002). 
 
186 Bennett, Brother Edward, “Mission 1940-1945”. In Brogan, Thecla (compiler), The Garden Point 
Mob, Darwin: Historical Society of the Northern Territory, 1990, p. 14.  NTAS: NTRS 226, Box 52, 
T5161, Brother Ed. Bennett interviewed, 23/4/1993: The first boys arrived in June 1941, and the first 
girls in August 1941.  NAA: A431/1, 51/1399, op. cit., Administrator to Secretary, DoI, 20/5/1941, 
merely states that the buildings at Garden Point have been completed and “are ready to receive their 
proportion (of children)” 
 
187 CP, MS766, Item 8/8, Box 17, Report to the Administrator, 18/1/1940, pp. 41. 
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able-bodied adults, 199 children and 37 babies.188  By developing its agricultural and 
pastoral operations, the mission felt that it could, 
 
(a) Open up avenues of welfare and development for the natives of Bathurst 
     and Melville Islands; and  
(a) Provide for the training of aboriginals and half-castes in systematic 
methods of food production.189 
 
In submitting its proposed programme and the estimate of plant required to put this 
work into operation, the mission sought trade goods, especially flour, tobacco and 
nagas (loin cloths), rather than cash support for the proposed development of its 
training efforts.190  One problem to be overcome by the programme was the need to 
transform communal right of sharing the profits of an individual’s labour into private 
ownership.  The author of the document, probably Father McGrath, saw this problem 
as arising from the fact that “private ownership exists, but distribution is communal.  
The industrious one has not sufficient might to protect his right of independent 
distribution”.191  Another difficulty to be conquered was attendance at ceremonies 
when the time for agricultural sowing had arrived or when work was required in the 
plantation.  This difficulty, according to the mission representative, grew out of the 
Tiwi system under which  
 
there is no such thing as individuality in the important things of the tribe.  
Presence at ceremonies that matter is obligatory….If in the midst of planting 
the tribe decide to hold their ceremonies, the plantation must be left….192   
In other words, Father Gsell’s successors saw a need for greater cultural change if the 
Tiwi were to enter European society.  Chinnery, however, was realistic, realising that 
                                                 
188 Ibid, p. 40. 
 
189 Ibid, p. 41.   
 
190 NAA: A452, 1952/543, op. cit., unsigned and undated (1939) copy of submission from Bathurst 
Island Mission to Director of Native Affairs.  The operation of the pastoral and agricultural pursuits 
would be for the benefit of Aboriginal people only, with no monetary advantage to the European staff, 
and with no obligating connection between the mission and the government. 
 
191 Ibid, p. 4. 
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the mission’s aims would take years of patience to be achieved.  Nevertheless, the 
children growing up on the station with “new ideas and values” would gain from the 
training.  
 
The proposed extension of the mission’s training programme for the Tiwi came at a 
time when a call was made from England for Australia to reconsider its White 
Australia policy, in the face of a declining population, and to settle cultivators from 
India and elsewhere in the non-European parts of the British Empire in northern 
Australia.193  The call for a renewed policy did not take into consideration the 
possibility of wider Indigenous employment in the agricultural development of North 
Australia.  
 
The Director had already set down the qualities he considered essential for Aborigines 
seeeking the privileges enjoyed by European-Australians.  Such a person, he argued, 
should be “capable of fulfilling the obligations of citizenship”, be of good character 
and repute, and be capable of earning his own income and living in a European 
manner.  An essential requirement would be the capability to undertake an education, 
if possible.194  Technically, citizenship for all Australians, including Aborigines and 
Islanders, was not a reality until the passing of the Nationality and Citizenship Act in 
1948.195  For most Indigenous people, however, restrictions and delimitations, set 
down by Federal, State and Territory laws and regulations, continued to impede any 
movement towards equality with mainstream society for many years, despite the 
efforts of various humanitarian organisations.  It is very doubtful whether in the late 
1930s, the Tiwi were aware of these efforts.  At the same time, they would have been 
aware of the clear social and economic distance between themselves and Europeans, 
and of the potential for the government to incarcerate and punish those who broke the 
Northern Territory law or the relevant regulations of the Aborigines Ordinance. 
                                                                                                                                            
192 Ibid. 
193 “Coloured Labour.  Another Black Labour Advocate”. In NS, 24/2/1939. 
 
194 CP, MS766, Item 8/14, Box 18,E.W.P. Chinnery, “Qualities Which Should Be Held By Any 
Aboriginal Requiring The Privileges of a European”, 5/4/1939.  The recommendation was approved by 
the Minister for the Interior. 
 
195 Attwood and Markus (1997), op. cit., pp. 16, 88-89; Rowley, C.D., Outcasts in White Australia, 
Ringwood: Penguin, 1972, p. 392. 
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In 1940, as the Northern Territory Patrol Service apprehended a party of Europeans 
on Melville Island, Captain Bell reported that the trafficking in women was on the 
increase.196  The British based Anti-Slavery and Aborigines Protection Society 
approached Prime Minister R.G. Menzies with an appeal, signed by prominent people 
with a knowledge of Australia, for the island to be declared a reserve.197  Chinnery 
supported the appeal.198  The Department of the Interior held to the line that it did not 
have the power to resume the leases of the island.  Determined to alleviate the 
perceived situation of the Tiwi, the Protection Society approached Vestey Brothers 
itself.  On 9 October 1940, Vesteys advised that it was prepared to transfer or 
surrender the leases subject to such action not involving the company in any 
expense.199  At last, the Commonwealth was in the position to take effective action 
towards banning unauthorised intruders from entering the islands.  It could not, 
however, undo the damage already done to Tiwi society.  As mentioned earlier, such 
damage included serious illnesses and the contravention of customary practices. The 
conceiving of babies of mixed descent indicated a breakdown in social laws.200
 
Although, as Krastins states, “the extent to which the Islanders were psychologically 
converted to Christianity was probably minimal”, a number of Tiwi people had settled 
on the mission station, including young people who had accepted European culture to 
some degree.201  It is, however, difficult to accurately estimate the effect of the 
mission and other outside contacts on Tiwi culture.  Direct government influence on 
                                                 
196 NAA: F1/0, 1940/792, “Resumption of Melville Island Leases for Aboriginal Reserve”, Captain 
J.S. Bell to Administrator, 2/1/1940 and 1/4/1940. 
 
197 Ibid, (1) Secretary, Anti-Slavery and Aborigines Protection Society (henceforth ASAPS), to Prime 
Minister, 16/1/1940; (2) J.S. Bell to Administrator, 17/4/1940.  The Anti-Slavery Reporter and 
Aborigines’ Friend, Series V, Vol. 30, No. 3, October 1940, pp. 94-96. 
 
198 NAA: F1/0, 1940/ 792, op. cit., Director of Native Affairs to Administrator, 23/4/1940. 
 
199 NAA: A659/1, 41/1/991, op. cit., Vestey Brothers to the ASAPS, 9/10/1940.  The Anti-Slavery 
Reporter and Aborigines’ Friend, Series V, Vol. 30, No. 4, January 1941, pp. 126-127.  See footnote 
185, this chapter, regarding the unavailability of Vestey’s archives relating to the Melville Island 
leases.  
 
200 During the 1920s and 1930s, nearly 30 children of mixed descent were born in the Tiwi Islands. 
Compared with the mainland situation, however, overall, relatively few children of mixed descent were 
born to Tiwi women 
201 Krastins, op. cit., p. 64. 
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the Islanders was confined mainly to policies relating to Indigenous people working 
on the mainland and to its efforts to combat the prostitution of Tiwi women to the 
pearling crews.  As an important agent in their cultural accumulation, the mission was 
the major force in the lives of many Tiwi.  Gsell, however, had serious doubts about 
the level of cultural change he had brought to the Tiwi.  Looking at the use of 
missions to implement Government policy, C.L.A. Abbott, the Administrator of the 
Northern Territory wrote in 1938, 
 
Some time ago, in talking with Monseigneur Gsell, now Bishop of Darwin, he 
told me that his twentyfive (sic) years of patient work at Bathurst island 
showed little tangible result at the present time, particularly with the 
generation that has grown up with him.  Where signs were showing was in the 
next generation, the children, and it was in them he hoped to get his reward 
although, he added, he did not expect to live long enough to see it himself ”.202
 
In commenting that missionaries were not physically strong and were without 
knowledge of “the right way to go about helping Aborigines”, Abbott felt that “in this 
criticism, which is not meant in any unfair way, I must except the Roman Catholic 
Mission at Bathurst Island”.203
 
Elkin, himself an Anglican priest and admirer of the work of Catholic Missions in the 
Kimberleys, argued that, due to the language barrier, missionary influence was often 
“superficial or external”.204  Mission staff had to understand that in its traditional 
state, “native life” was not totally depraved.205  Gsell may have realised that the 
mission had had no major social impact on the Tiwi, yet, despite his best efforts, the 
economy and culture of the wider society was gradually affecting the spiritual, social 
                                                 
 
202 CP, “Policy on Aboriginals - Proposals for new agency”, Administrator to Secretary, D0I, 
28/4/1938. 
 
203 Ibid. 
 
204 Elkin, A.P., “Civilized Aborigines and Native Culture”. In Oceania, Vol. 6, No. 2, December 1935, 
p. 145. 
 
205 See Elkin (1934a), op. cit., p. 45. 
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and cultural views of the Islanders.206  Missionaries, said Elkin, had to realise the 
significance of the fundamental beliefs of the Indigenous people they were working 
with.  Only in this way would they successfully assist the people to gain a new view 
of life, which would, in turn, fill the void caused by the practical and psychological 
clash of cultures.207  In 1939, however, the Tiwi had not succumbed to cultural 
substitution which took the form of what was perceived by Europeans to be anti-
social behaviour, as was occurring among the fringe-dwelling Aborigines around 
Darwin, a situation that was concerning the Native Affairs authorities. 
 
Conclusion 
In the 1930s, the Tiwi tenaciously maintained the belief that their islands were theirs 
by right.  Humanitarian organisations sought to have all of the islands declared a 
reserve to protect the Tiwi from outside forces.  Influences within and away from the 
islands, however, contributed to the Islanders’ desire for western goods.  Signs of 
social and cultural adaptation taking place within Tiwi society were evident but could 
still be seen as of relatively minor significance.  Importantly, the strength of their 
belief in their unique identity and their ownership of their islands played a role in 
maintaining the unity of the community as “a chosen people”.  It is unknown whether 
the Tiwi were aware of Vesteys agreeing to surrender their leases on Melville Island 
or of proposals for it to become a reserve.208   One thing the Tiwi were now more 
aware of, was western justice as practised in the Northern Territory.  Their suspicion 
of various other Indigenous groups was also strengthened, although this was to be 
modified somewhat by events in World War Two.   
 
Incidents with several mainland Indigenous groups strengthened the Tiwi identity at a 
time when Elkin and other anthropologists were lobbying the government for a new 
                                                 
206 Webb, T.T., Spears to Spades, Melbourne: The Book Depot, 1944, pp. 43-66. 
 
207 As late as 2000, Tiwi elders mourned the loss of the traditional ways: Interviews with older Nguiu 
residents, including Josie Tipungwuti and John Bernard Tipurui, 24/6/2000, and Esther Babui, then 
Vice-President of the Nguiu Community Government Council, 27/6/2000. 
 
208 Given the relative lack of education in the islands, the fact that the administration did not consult 
with Aborigines and Islanders, and the wide social gap between Europeans and Indigenous people in 
the Northern Territory, I have grave doubts about whether the Tiwi knew about the change of control 
of Melville Island or the plans for it and the several small islands adjoining it.  No material has been 
located to show otherwise.   
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deal for Aborigines and Islanders.  Elkin stood out among anthropologists and other 
lobbyists, even Thomson, in this respect.  When it came to what was seen as 
improving the situation for the Tiwi and in stopping the Japanese-Tiwi trade in 
women, humanitarian groups and academics supported the efforts of the Bathurst 
Island Mission.  Opposition was shown to proposals to establish economic projects on 
Melville Island.  
  
However, before political transformation was to occur, the looming war was to bring 
many challenges and changes to Tiwi society.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
Tiwi Loyalty and World War Two 
 
(1940-1945) 
 
Introduction   
The years 1940 to 1945 were a watershed in the history of the Tiwi and their relationship 
with the outside world.  A new era began in the role of the government in the islands.  
Involvement with Japanese pearling crews came to an abrupt end.  Early in 1940 the 
Administrator supported missionaries who argued that traditional people would be 
affected culturally and socially by contact with Europeans and others in Darwin, 
including military personnel.  This contact was to become unavoidable by early 1942.  
The administration and authority of the Native Affairs Branch became vulnerable, to 
some extent, as Northern Australia showed that it was not impregnable to Japanese air 
attacks.  The mission at Nguiu could no longer protect its residents from the perceived 
dangers arising from communication with the wider world.  On the political front, an 
attempt to change sections of the Commonwealth Constitution relating to Aborigines 
failed, although Elkin had produced a blueprint for citizenship for Indigenous people.1
 
The experiences of the Tiwi in World War Two hastened the pace of social, cultural and 
economic change for them, introducing the Islanders to more people of other lifestyles 
and values than they had met in the past.2  It was also a time in which Tiwi resident in 
military settlements on the mainland emphasized their Islander identity to differentiate 
themselves from other Indigenous groups represented in the camps.  All Tiwi Islanders 
also came into contact with troops from various nations.  The War period is an important 
era in relation to the identity and social transformation of the Tiwi. 
 
 
                                                 
1 Elkin, A.P., Citizenship For The Aborigines, Sydney: Australasian Publishing Co., 1944. 
 
2 While concentrating on the experiences of the Tiwi in World War Two, I acknowledge also the efforts of 
other Indigenous peoples in Australia’s north during this conflict, the Torres Strait Islanders, Thomson’s 
guerilla unit in Arnhem Land, the Black Watch out of Delissaville, and other coastal and island Aborigines 
who assisted the Allied forces in the north and north-west.  See Hall, Robert A., The Relationship Between 
Aborigines, Islanders and the Armed Forces in the Second World War, PhD thesis, University College, 
University of New South Wales, Australian Defence Forces Academy, December 1987. 
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Effects of War - Cultural Change 
In the view of D.J. Mulvaney and J.H. Calaby, the inter-cultural contact between the Tiwi 
and “World War II (sic) troops and aerodromes” was a major one.3  Krastins supported 
this opinion with her comment that  
 
The disruption of Tiwi life during the war had profound effects on the islanders 
and it can be seen as the climax of a gradual process of change which had begun 
several centuries before.4
 
Considering the customary practices that remained wholly or partly intact for some years 
after the war, however, it would be more appropriate to view such change as socio-
cultural modification or cultural accumulation rather than cultural substitution.  If Pilling 
is correct, moves towards that change began on the eve of the war.  He claims that by 
about 1938 attendance at the Kulama, or food-increase ritual, was discouraged by the 
missionaries and that as a result, those not attending did not fully appreciate the 
significance of the songs performed in the ceremony and consequently, these songs lost 
their former spiritual effectiveness.5  Such discouragement appears to have come from the 
missionaries who followed Bishop Gsell, and was directed at the residents of, and 
frequent visitors to, the mission station.  War-time dispersion and subsequent military 
demands meant that few Tiwi, if any, had the ability to ensure the continuation of the 
Kulama ceremony for the duration of the hostilities, although this did not lead to the 
demise of the ritual.6  The Pukumani or mortuary ceremony declined in use to some level 
throughout the 1940s and 1950s.  This appears to have resulted initially from a request by 
Father McGrath to bereaved families not to organise a Pukumani for deceased members.7  
                                                 
3 Mulvaney and Calaby, op. cit., p. 293. 
 
4 Krastins, op. cit., p. 65. 
 
5 Pilling (1957), op. cit., pp. 200-201. 
 
6 A performance of the Kulama ceremony in Paru village was observed by the writer in 1961.  Brandl, 
Maria, “Adaptation or Disintegration? Changes in The Kulama Initiation and Increase Ritual Of Melville 
and Bathurst Islands, Northern Territory of Australia”. In Anthropological Forum, Vol. 11, No. 4, 
November 1970, p. 474, notes that the ceremony was still strong in 1969. 
 
7 Interviews, at Nguiu, with Eileen Kerinaiua, through Michael Tipungwuti, 17/6/1965, and Rita 
Kirridaudimo Warlapinni, 29/6/1965. 
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In at least one case, in 1941, food was offered in return for the non-performance of ritual.8  
This stands in contrast to Bishop Gsell, who, according to a Tiwi informant, put on paint 
and accessories for such a ceremony.9  Despite the attitude of some missionaries, the 
Pukumani was to continue as the apex of Tiwi culture. 
 
Although less than 25 Catholic marriages had taken place by 1940, a new concept of 
marriage had developed among the Tiwi at Nguiu five years later.  As will be shown later 
on, some other cultural changes also occurred by the end of the war, in part brought about 
by the influence of missionaries who followed Bishop Gsell, and in part by the stresses 
caused by the demands of the war effort. 
 
This period, being important in the history of the movement of the Tiwi towards a non-
Indigenous lifestyle, is examined in the areas of government policies, segregation, 
employment, and the payment of child endowment to institutions catering for Aborigines 
and Islanders.  The establishment of government centres at Garden Point and Snake Bay 
will also be looked at, while an emphasis will be placed on the role of the Tiwi in World 
War Two and how this affected them.  The question is raised as to how much the Tiwi 
knew and understood about assimilation and citizenship in the early 1940s.  
 
Policies, Segregation and Employment 
In 1938, anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner had pointed out that politically, socially, legally 
and economically the Aboriginal community as a whole was destitute.10  “Not even the 
Australian proletariat” he wrote, “has felt any apparent sympathy for the Aboriginal 
under-dog”.11  Stanner criticised the working conditions of Aborigines in remote areas 
and the administration of Native Affairs across Australia.12  “The gulf between 
requirements of policy and conditions as they actually are” he stated “…will take years to 
                                                 
8 Interview with Eileen Kerinaiua, Nguiu, 17/6/1965. 
 
9 Interview with Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapinni, Nguiu, 29/6/1965. 
 
10 Stanner, W.E.H., “The Aborigines (1938)”. In Stanner, White Man Got No Dreaming, Canberra: ANUP, 
1979, pp. 1-22. 
 
11 Ibid, p. 5. 
 
12 Ibid, pp. 6-7. 
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bridge”.13  He was hopeful that policies and administrative practices could soon change.  
By 1940, the government was bringing into effect basic aspects of the New Deal policy  
for Aborigines in the Northern Territory.14
 
In the face of budgetary constraints and the onset of World War Two, the new Director of 
Native Affairs in the Northern Territory, E.W.P. Chinnery pushed for the realisation of 
his recommendations for the Indigenous population of the Territory.  Acknowledging that 
local Aborigines were little used in a technical capacity, he felt this could be overcome by 
“reasonable training and opportunity”.15  Another problem was the drift of Indigenous 
people into urban areas, a drift which reached a serious proportion by 1940.  Prior to the 
war “a lot of Melville Islanders” were located in Kahlin compound.16  As a senior 
government official later said, “the Melville Islanders’ presence in Darwin is pretty great 
you know (sic)”.17  In view of the need “to stop (this) drift of natives into the towns”, 
noted J.A. Carrodus, the Secretary of the Department of the Interior, missions, including 
Nguiu, should receive government support to instruct Aboriginal residents in various 
areas of work, thus keeping them in their home localities.18  
 
Throughout much of 1940, the Administrator of the Northern Territory, C.L.A. Abbott, 
and officers of the Department of the Interior demonstrated concern about the 
demoralising effects of town areas upon Aborigines.  In May, Chinnery wrote to the 
Administrator about the social problems, pointing out that in 1939, 84 Aborigines and 46 
people of mixed-descent in the Territory had been convicted on drinking and opium 
charges, while only six European suppliers had been caught and convicted.19  A few days 
later, Chinnery also expressed his concern about the number of Europeans consorting 
                                                 
13 Ibid, p. 8. 
 
14 See pp. 123-124, 128-130, this thesis.  
 
15 NAA: A452/54, 1952/543, “Reports of Director of Native Affairs on Policy for Abo’s (sic) and Half-
Castes”, Memorandum by Carrodus, Secretary, DoI, 15/2/1940, pp. 2. 
 
16 NTAS: NTRS226, Box 5, Item TS82, transcript of interview of Creed Lovegrove, ex Director of 
Aboriginal Affairs, N.T., by Ann McGrath, 25/10/1982, p. 20. 
 
17 Ibid. 
 
18 Ibid, pp. 6, 10. 
 
19 CP, op. cit., Item 8/20, Box 18, Chinnery to Administrator, 2/5/1940. 
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with Aboriginal and part-Aboriginal girls.20  However, no written comment or report was 
apparently made about the consequences of urban living on traditional cultures as distinct 
from social effects, even by Chinnery, the only qualified anthropologist in the Territory at 
the time.21   
 
The military, however, saw a need for Aboriginal workers to be brought into Darwin.  
With the defences of the town gradually being strengthened in 1940, military leaders saw 
a need for an increase in the amount of Indigenous labour available for related duties.  
The Army had employed a small number of Aborigines at Larrakeyah Barracks since 
1932.  Such labour was cheap, reflecting the pervading attitude of the time towards 
Aborigines.22  In the first months of World War Two, the Administrator of the Northern 
Territory, C.L.A. Abbott, after discussing Darwin employment with various missionaries, 
was adamant about the negative effects of inter-cultural contact on remote Aborigines, 
including the Tiwi.23   
 
The official policy was one of keeping “natives out of town areas”, a policy that was 
proving to be ineffective to some degree.24  Supported by Carrodus, Abbott fought a 
running battle with the military, both in Darwin and at departmental level in the south.  In 
May, in a situation where civilian residents in Darwin were suffering from an insufficient 
supply of Indigenous workers, Abbott advised the Darwin Defences Coordinating 
Committee that there were not sufficient numbers of Aborigines available in the town to 
                                                 
20 Ibid, Chinnery to Administrator, 8/5/1940. 
 
21 One can assume that Chinnery as an anthropologist, as well as an administrator, would comment on the 
effects of urban living on traditional customs.  If he did, no relevant research papers from this period have 
been located among his documents.  The amount of travel and the level of administrative work undertaken 
by him in 1939-1940 possibly did not allow him to undertake anthropological research during that time.   
 
22 NAA: MP508, 82/710/2, Officer Commanding, Darwin, to Secretary, Military Board, 12/10/1933, cited 
in Hall, Robert A., The Black Diggers Canberra: ASP, 1997, p. 135.  Aboriginal labourers employed by the 
Army received a minimum of five shillings per week, plus half the ration issue of the soldiers, 
“supplemented on occasions by kitchen scraps”.  Accommodation was very basic, consisting of a lean-to 
against the barrack kitchen wall.   
 
23 NAA: MP1049/5, 1885/2/256, “Aboriginal Labour for Defence Purposes at Darwin”, Administrator to 
Secretary, DoI, 20/5/1940: Abbott discussed the matter of Aboriginal labour in Darwin with missionaries 
during visits to mission stations.  Father McGrath, for one, was opposed to the idea.  See page 72, this 
thesis, Gsell was concerned about Tiwi in Darwin as early as 1927.  See also pp. 97, 119 for examples of 
problems faced by Aborigines in the predominantly European culture of Darwin. 
 
24 NAA: MP1049/5, 1885/2/256, op. cit., Carrodus, Secretary, DoI, to Secretary, Department of the Navy, 
24/6/1940. 
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provide the number of labourers requested by the Armed Forces.  He had previously 
pointed out that it was against official policy to establish a system of recruiting “native 
labor” from the Tiwi Islands or the Northern Territory coast.25  Several months later, 
Carrodus, concerned about the “experiences” involving Aborigines in Darwin, was 
adamant that he did not favour legislation allowing the recruitment of “numbers of 
natives” for employment in Darwin.26   
 
In the throes of putting aspects of the New Deal into effect, the Territory Administration 
faced concerns about its handling of Aborigines in Darwin.  Early in 1941, the cost of 
operating the Native Affairs Branch was the subject of newspaper criticism, with talk of a 
policy of transferring all Aborigines and people of Aboriginal descent in the town to 
mission stations.27  Many Darwin residents felt that the Territory’s Aborigines should be 
placed entirely under police control to save money and to ensure efficient supervision.28   
 
Child Endowment - a New Source of Income 
 It would appear that no such media criticism was made of the Child Endowment Act of 
1941, which for the first time allowed for the payment of child endowment in respect of 
Aboriginal mothers who were not in State care or not deemed to be nomadic.  Frank 
Rowe, the first Director-General of the Department of Social Services, had approached 
Elkin about “the possibility of making social service benefits available to the Aborigines, 
that is to persons with a preponderance of Aboriginal blood”.29  With Chinnery, Elkin 
assisted in the preparation of the Act.  Approved institutions, including Nguiu, were 
eligible to receive the endowment payments for the Aboriginal children they cared for.30  
In the words of Elkin, “this provision ensured missions a regular income, but it also put 
                                                 
25 Ibid, Abbott to Chairman, Darwin Defences Co-ordination Committee, 29/4/1940. 
 
26 Ibid, Secretary, DoI, to Secretary, Department of Defence Co-ordination, 9/10/1940. 
 
27 The Argus, 15/1/1941.  NAA: F1/0, 1952/472, “Northern Standard - Press Attacks on NAB also Reports 
in Southern Papers”, Chinnery to the Administrator, 13/2/1941, concerning an article entitled “An 
Expensive Abo”, in The Bulletin, 29/1/1951. 
 
28 Ibid. 
 
29 Elkin (1957), op, cit., p. 32; Elkin (1960), op. cit., pp. 12-13.  The Act was amended in 1942 to allow for 
Aboriginal children in State care. 
 
30 CP, op. cit., Item 8/12, Box 18, Annual Report of the Director of Native Affairs 1/7/1940 - 30/6/1941,  
p. 3. 
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on them a special responsibility for child care”.31  As an approved charitable institution, 
Bathurst Island Mission benefited from the provision of Child Endowment payments from 
1941. 32
 
Detention Centre to Government Station 
Undeterred by the adverse attitude of Darwin residents, the Native Affairs Branch was 
looking for a site for “a detention camp for refractory mainland natives”.33  These were 
men and women, from various tribal groupings, who were leading an existence as fringe-
dwellers around Darwin and who were considered to be “social misfits”.34  One of the 
several localities suggested was Garden Point control base, where a second Tiwi 
community was consolidated by 1941.  With reports of Japanese manned luggers being in 
the vicinity of Snake Bay on the north coast of Melville Island, suggestions were also 
made about the possibility of establishing a Native Affairs station in that locality.35  This 
possibly grew out Chinnery’s earlier view that “Bathurst and Melville Islands appear to 
me to be an ideal area for the development of certain welfare plans for aboriginals and 
part-aboriginals”.36
 
The whole of Bathurst Island had been declared an Aboriginal Reserve on 18 January 
1913.37  Melville and Buchanan Islands and other small islands in the Tiwi group did not  
 
                                                 
31 Elkin (1957), op. cit. 
 
32 The Commonwealth Child Endowment Act 1941 allowed payments to be made to non-government 
institutions catering for Aboriginal children, not to the mothers of these children.  Amending legislation in 
1942 extended such payments to State institutions caring for Indigenous children. 
 
33 Annual Report of the Director of Native Affairs 1/7/1940, op. cit., p. 11. 
 
34 Abbott, op. cit., p. 40; CP, op. cit., Item 8/12, Box 18, pp. 11-12:  The “refractory natives…included 
opium addicts, procurers, confirmed drunkards and methylated spirit ( sic) addicts”.  NAA: F1, 1940/174, 
“Sale of Opium to Aboriginals”, Cook to Administrator, 2/3/1939. 
 
35 It is not clear as to when the actual decision was taken in to set up a station or settlement at Snake Bay, 
but available evidence points to 1941.  CP, op. cit., Item 8/24, Box 18, White to Chinnery, 7/4/1941, White 
suggested Jack Gribble be appointed to “Snake Bay”.  Due to a paucity of records of the period, it is not 
known whether this was a clerical error or not, as a few weeks later Gribble was sent to Garden Point. CP, 
op. cit., Item 8/12, Box 18, “Annual Report of Director of Native Affairs,  
p. 11,  refers to road construction to Snake Bay, “the site of a proposed Native Settlement”. 
 
36 CP, op. cit., Item 8/21, Box 18, Chinnery to Acting Administrator, 28/4/1939. 
 
37 Part of the island was declared a reserve in September 1910. 
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receive this status until 19 February 1941.38  With the appointment of John Gribble to the 
Garden Point control base on 1 May 1941, a new period in the history of cultural contact 
for the Tiwi began.39  Japanese manned luggers were not seen near Garden Point after the 
late Dry Season of that year, bringing to an end the prostitution of Tiwi women to the 
pearling crews.40  
 
A new inter-cultural relationship began with the decision to transport social misfits or 
“incorrigibles” from Darwin to Garden Point.41  The arrival of 89 of these Aborigines in 
the vessel Roselle, in the latter half of 1941, introduced Tiwi who had not visited Darwin, 
to people who were not only representatives of other tribal groups but who had 
abandoned traditional customs to a degree where they had become habitually degraded in 
European society.42  In contrast, despite a veneer of sophistication among those Islanders 
who were raised on the mission or were employed for periods on the mainland, many of 
the Tiwi enjoyed a near customary lifestyle, as noted in an ethnocentric way by Brother 
John Pye upon his arrival at Nguiu in 1941, 
 
And then I saw an incredible sight.  I couldn’t believe it.  All the primitive 
Aboriginals of the days of Captain Cook I thought were long gone, but no way.  
There they were.  The most primitive a person could be, without any houses or 
you know, living practically on bush tucker and so on like that.43
                                                 
38 CAG, No. 31, 20 February 1941, p. 1. 
 
39 John (Jack) Wriede Bulmer Gribble was the son of the Rev. Ernest Gribble who was removed from the 
Forrest River Anglican Mission, in the Kimberleys, in 1927.  This followed a report to the Australian Board 
of Missions by A.P. Elkin.  Strong criticism was later made of Jack Gribble’s handling of Aboriginal 
residents of the same mission.  In the Northern Territory, while he was designated an Inspector rather than a 
Patrol Officer in the Native Affairs Branch, Gribble did carry out patrol duties.   
 
40 Hart and Pilling, op. cit., p. 106.  Also, there are no records of the trade being sighted after the 
establishment of the control base.  In any case, the arrival of World War Two brought a temporary end to 
the pearling industry. 
 
41 CP, op cit., Item 8/24, Box 19, White to Chinnery, 8/5/1941.  
 
42 Interviews with Jeffrey Mungatopi, 30/3/1964, and Aloysius Puantulura, 5/12/1964, both at Nguiu.  The 
date of the arrival of these Aborigines at Garden Point, like other matters in the period 1940-1942, is 
unknown due to the non-availability of some Native Affairs records.  It would have been after 1 June 1941, 
as Gribble does not mention their presence in his reports of that date.  Harney, op. cit., pp. 70-72, describes 
the removal of the “incorrigibles” from Darwin.  Harney was the Patrol Officer responsible for their 
transportation to the “detention camp” at Garden Point.   
 
43 NTAS:  NTRS226, Box 18, Item TS308, transcript of interview with Brother John Pye, 20/5/1981, 
p. 3. 
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Family life at Nguiu became more traditional with the closure of the boys’ dormitory 
prior to 1942, the boys returning to residence with their parents.44
 
From late May 1941, Gribble had been cutting a road to Snake Bay, using Tiwi workers 
whom he rationed with stores borrowed from the Garden Point Mission (Pirlangimpi), 
adjacent to the control base.45  There were about 200 Tiwi at Garden Point “all very 
anxious to work”, but Gribble was unable to employ them due to a lack of rations and a 
lack of “instructions from the Department as to what (he was) to do with these people”.46  
He had also received no advice on “the future development of this proposed native 
settlement that is if it (was) the intention of the Department to form a Government 
Settlement here.”47  Impressed by the Tiwi, whom he saw as “a wonderful type, and keen 
workers”, and by the potential of the land, Gribble suggested Shark Bay or Snake Bay as 
“the main headquarters of the Government Settlement” with Garden Point to be a 
“receiving depot”.48  It has been suggested by Pilling that the existence of the control 
base, catering for traditional people, was incompatible with the new, nearby mission 
station which aimed to educate children of mixed descent for movement into the 
mainstream Australian society.  The establishment of an Aboriginal Affairs station away 
from Garden Point would be more appropriate.49
                                                 
44 NAA: F1/0, 1949/332, “Roman Catholic Mission Bathurst Island”, F.H. Moy, Review Report.  Bathurst 
Island - Roman Catholic Mission, 9/8/1950, p. 4.  The exact date of the closure of the dormitory is not 
given. 
 
45 CP, op. cit., Item 8/24, Box 19, Gribble to Secretary, Native Affairs Branch (hereafter NAB), 1 June 
1941, report A (two reports bear the same date).  CP, op. cit., Item 8/24, Box 19: White to Chinnery, 
8/5/1941 reported that other arterial roads were proposed after the Snake Bay road was completed.  Due to 
the non-availability of written records of the time it is not clear whether Gribble was informed of the 
purpose of the road.  Perhaps it was seen by people in the islands as an access to check on any luggers in 
Snake Bay or Shark Bay.  Interview with Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, 20/11/1964, Gribble also cut foot 
tracks to Paru and Preepaninga.  
 
46 CP, op. cit., Item 8/24, Box 19, Gribble to Secretary, NAB, 1 June 1941, report A. 
 
47 Ibid, report B.  “Here” appears to refer to Melville Island rather than Garden Point or any other specific 
site.  Interview with Max Daniels Wundjitta, Milikapiti, 3/7/2000, the Tiwi name for the area of Snake Bay 
itself  (the sea) around Milikapiti is Tjipripu. 
 
48 Ibid; CP, op. cit., Item 8/23, Box 19, John B. Gribble, “Proposals for Government Settlement on Melville 
Island”, undated (presumably 1941).  The control base comprised the officer’s house, huts for the 
incorrigibles, with separate huts for the Tiwi, a garden and land cleared for an airstrip. 
 
49 Hart and Pilling, op. cit., p. 106.  There are no archival records supporting this theory.  Until 1954, people 
of European-Aboriginal and Asian-Aboriginal descent came under the Aborigines Ordinance.  I heard of the 
same theory in the early 1960s, at a time when a number of Tiwi were camped near the Pularumpi mission.  
If “separation” of the Tiwi from the mission was a policy it must have come into being sometime after 
World War Two. 
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In February 1942 with the completion of the road to Snake Bay, which included canoe 
travel across Moongaroo (Mirikauyunga) Creek, exploratory patrols, and preparatory site 
work, an embryo settlement was set up at “Meal-e-gar-bid-dee” (Milikapiti), located on 
Snake Bay.50  Much “footwalking” occurred between Garden Point and Snake Bay with 
lines of carriers transferring stores and equipment to the new station, “just like New 
Guinea patrol”.51  Under Gribble, some of the people had already commenced the 
construction of round houses of mud walls with inverted conical bark roofs, similar to 
those used at the Garden Point control base, and described variously as being “Zulu”, 
“New Guinea” or “Fijian” in style. 52  This was the first stage in the gradual movement 
towards the contemporary European housing occupied by the Tiwi of Milikapiti today.  
Moreover, it was just one of the ways in which the new settlement was to play an 
important part in cultural interaction and modification both during and after World War 
Two.53
 
Concerned about the possibility of a Japanese air raid on Garden Point, Father William 
Connors, the mission superintendent, told the Tiwi mothers and children living there to 
move to the new settlement at Snake Bay, as it was officially known for some years.54
 
War Becomes a Reality 
The people on Bathurst Island had, to a small degree, already been involved in war  
                                                 
50  Interviews with (a) Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, 18/3/1964 and 20/11/1964, Rosie Mantituianu 
McCormick, 19/3/1964, Jeffrey Mungatopi, 30/3/1964, and Aloysius Puantulura, 5/12/1964, all at Nguiu; 
(b) Charlie One Tipakalippa, Garden Point, 20/4/1965; (c) Ginger Moreen, Delissaville, 1/8/1965 and 
16/2/1966, a number of whom stated that Milikapiti (Snake Bay) was formed either “close up” to or “level 
with” the “Japanese war”. No official record exists for the establishment of Milikapiti (Snake Bay).  The 
date of February 1942 was provided by the diary of Brother Edward Bennett who was at Garden Point 
Mission at the time.  An exact date is not possible due to Gribble’s movement between Garden Point and 
Milikapiti in the process of establishing the new station and preparatory work at the new site, but he was at 
Garden Point on 19/12/1942.  Various publications and government documents incorrectly give the years 
1939, 1940 and 1941 for the commencement of Milikapiti.  No written instructions to Gribble to set up the 
station have been located. “Meal-e-gar-bid-dee” was Gribble’s spelling of Milikapiti. 
 
51 Interviews with Don Tipiamutta Hocking, 20/3/1964, and Bricklayer Tipuamantumirri, 8/4/1964, both at 
Nguiu.  The carriers received rations for their work. 
 
52 Abbott, op. cit., pp. 40-41; NTAS: NTRS226, Item TS115, transcript of interview of John Burton by 
Terry Keogh, 13/1/1983, p. 8; Interview with Jeffrey Mungatopi, Nguiu, 30/3/1964. 
 
53 Powell, Alan, War By Stealth, Melbourne: MUP, 1996, p. 352. Some of these houses were occupied by 
special forces troops for part of the war. 
 
54 Interview with Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, Nguiu, 20/11/1964.  The date of Connor’s warning is 
unknown but would have been around 19/2/1942. 
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preparation when a proposal was made to build a landing ground there for the Air Force.55  
With the advent of war, the Royal Australian Air Force and Civil Aviation acknowledged 
the importance of the Tiwi Islands for the location of a landing ground.  Melville Island 
was briefly mooted for the construction of an airstrip.56  On 1 December 1939, a decision 
was taken to develop the landing ground adjacent to Nguiu mission.  This extended the 
defence role of the mission which had been a coast watching station since 1928.57  At the 
same time, in view of the concerns of missionaries and in line with McEwan’s policy of 
1939, Abbott was keen to maintain the isolation of the missions.58  Consequently, in 
1940, the work on the airstrip was carried out by Tiwi from Nguiu and Garden Point.59  
The establishment of a small Air Force guard on the airstrip led to a close alliance 
between the servicemen and some Tiwi.  A similar situation occurred on other coastal 
mission stations where landing grounds were constructed, but a suggestion that a military 
presence challenged the authority of the missionaries is not fully borne out.60   
 
The danger of a Japanese attack in the area was heralded by the sinking of an enemy 
submarine off southern Bathurst Island on 20 January 1942, and the sighting of two 
                                                 
55 NAA: F1, 1940/246, “Official Correspondence Bathurst Island Mission”, Administrator to Secretary, 
DoI, 18/1/1940. 
 
56 Royal Anthropological Institute (henceforth RAI) Council Minutes, London, 13/6/1922 - 15/10/1943: (a) 
folio 339, meeting of 13/12/1938: Professor Radcliffe-Brown reported a proposal by the Australian 
Government to take over a large portion of Melville Island as a military base; (b) folio 349, meeting of 
23/5/1939, letter sent to the Australian Government regarding Radcliffe-Brown’s report.  NAA: F1/0, 
1940/792, “Resumption of Melville Island Leases for Aboriginal Reserve”, 
Raymond Firth, Hon. Secretary, RAI, to Minister for the Interior, 21/3/1939.  
 
57 NAA: (a) F1, 1940/246, op. cit., Chinnery to Administrator, 17/1/1940; (b) F1, 1933/59, “Coast Watching 
Organization N.T.”, Government Resident to Secretary, Navy Office, 22/11/1929. 
 
58 McEwan, op. cit. 
 
59 NAA: (a) F1, 1940/246, op. cit., various correspondence on the landing ground, January - February, 
1940; (b) A705, 7/1/657, “Bathurst Island Advanced Operational Base NT - Aerodrome Works”, Director-
General of Civil Aviation to Secretary, Department of the Air, 2/2/1940, said that apart from concern about 
the effects of inter-cultural contact, the government saw the use of the Tiwi to build the airstrip as a means 
of saving money.  Landing grounds were also constructed at several other mission stations. 
 
60 Hall (1987), op. cit., p. 376, argues that the Indigenes could now trade their labour to the military for 
rations and other goods without them having to attend the religious instruction that accompanied mission 
employment and rationing.  No written or oral evidence has been located of a practice of such forced church 
attendance occurring on the coastal missions operated by the Methodist Overseas Missions and Catholic 
Missions.  
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Japanese aircraft over Bathurst Island on 18 February.61  Next morning John McGrath 
radioed a futile warning to Darwin that a Japanese aircraft armada was over Nguiu.62  In 
the first Japanese attack on Australian soil, six of the planes flew down to machine gun 
the mission station.63  The aerial armada went on to destroy much of Darwin in the first of 
64 raids on that town, Tiwi and other Indigenes witnessing the destruction.64
 
Before the war brought new inter-cultural experiences to the Tiwi, it caused social 
disruption in the islands.  In the first instance, in the face of a possible Japanese invasion, 
a decision was taken to evacuate Nguiu.  Some Tiwi had already moved out of the 
mission after the air attack.  On 21 February, 300 Tiwi, accompanied by the three male 
staff members, paddled a fleet of canoes up Apsley Strait to Mindilu, the nuns having 
been transferred to the mainland a few days earlier.  The mission operated from Mindilu 
from 9 March until 10 June 1942 when Nguiu was re-occupied.65  
 
Secondly, the settlement at Milikapiti was, for a time, in a worse situation than Nguiu.  
                                                 
61 Interview with Geoff Spence, ex-RAN, Darwin, 4 November 1964; McCarthy, Mike, The Flamingo Bay 
Voyage, Department of Maritime Archaeology, Western Australian Maritime Museum, Report No. 41, 
January 1991, p. 18; Dermoudy, Peter, The 1124: A Japanese Submarine Wreck in Clarence Strait, 
Occasional Papers No. 34, Darwin: State Library of the Northern Territory, 1992; Lowe, C.J. (Justice), 
1945, The Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia. Commission of Inquiry Concerning the 
Circumstances Connected with the Attack Made By Japanese Aircraft at Darwin on 19th February, 1942. 
Reports by Commissioner (Mr. Justice Lowe), Together With Observations Thereon by the Departments of 
the Navy, Army, Air and Interior. Presented by Command 5th October, 1945  In The Parliament of the 
Commonwealth of Australia, 1945-46, Vol. 4, Papers Presented to Parliament, Canberra: CGP, 1946, 
(hereafter the Lowe Report), p. 1024. 
 
62 The Lowe Report, op. cit., p. 1019.  Some publications state that Gribble radioed a warning to Darwin 
from Garden Point, but Bennett denies this.  NTAS, Series TRS 226, Box 52, Transcript of interview with 
Brother Ed. Bennett, 23/4/1993, p. 5, states that although Father Connors urged him to send the message, 
Gribble stated that it could only be sent in code and by the time it was decoded the Japanese planes would 
be over Darwin.  Father McGrath’s warning was radioed in English.  
 
63 Interviews at Nguiu with Matthias Ulungura, 11/5/1963, Isadore Fernando, 7/3/1964, and Dominic and 
Grace Timaepatua, 7/7/1964, and Aloysius Puantulura, 5/12/1964.  Only one man was wounded in the raid, 
although an American bomber was destroyed on the airstrip and damage occurred to the mission church and 
radio hut.  
 
64 Harney (1957) op. cit., p. 103, comments that the Japanese bombs were “great levellers” as Europeans 
shared trenches with Aborigines. 
 
65 Kelantumama, Elizabeth, Nginingawula Pikaringini Ngini Ngawa Ngapangiraga, August, 1992,  
p. 16; NMA: McGrath to Director of Social Services, 1/10/1943.  The nuns working in the Tiwi Islands, 
along with the girls of mixed descent from Garden Point Mission, were evacuated to Darwin by 18 
February 1942. 
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After 19 February 1942, it was more or less abandoned.66  On 15 May 1942, Gribble, who 
was liaising with the Defence Forces, reported that “The natives have all left the 
settlement (sic) only 4 or 5 remain here to do odd jobs and to come with me on my foot 
and water patrols”.67  Despite such setbacks, the Tiwi and the “incorrigibles” who 
remained on Melville Island were to demonstrate a preparation to integrate themselves 
into the Allied war effort.  
 
Several Tiwi also stepped into Australian history with the capture of Japanese airmen in 
the several days after the first raid on Darwin.  The first Japanese to be taken prisoner of 
war on Australian soil was captured by Matthias Ulungura on 20 February 1942.68  The 
capture of Sergeant Hajime Toashima, a Zero pilot, occurred at Kru-ru on Melville 
Island.69  Several days later, Louis Munkara and several relatives captured five Japanese 
airmen from a crashed bomber in the vicinity of Tikalarpi (Calico Creek), on Melville 
Island.70  In each instance, the prisoners were handed over to the military guard at the 
Nguiu airstrip. 
 
From 19 February 1942 the Tiwi were involved in the rescue of allied servicemen and 
merchant seamen.  They played a part in the rescue of the Filipino crews of the U.S. 
supply vessels Don Isidro and Florence D, both destroyed by Japanese planes.71  Tiwi 
                                                 
66 NAA: NTAC1980/111, NN, op. cit., Murray to the Director of Native Affairs, handwritten report on 
patrol to Snake Bay, undated, obviously 1943, p. 1. 
 
67 NAA: A518, G852/7/4 part 1, “N.T. - Administration Branch - Organization”, Chinnery to the Secretary, 
DoI, 7/71942; CP, op. cit., Item 8/27, Box 20, Gribble to Director, NAB, 15/5/1942.  Gribble suffered 
personally through his patrol work and a lack of personal goods.  He depended on several “boys” of 
Aboriginal-European descent from Garden Point (Pirlangimpi) Mission to guard the settlement. 
 
68 Morris, John, “A Man of Two Worlds”. In JNTH, Issue No. 12, 2001, pp. 37-46, looks at the life of 
Matthias Ulungura and his capture of the Japanese pilot.  
 
69 Interviews with Matthias Ulungura, Paru, 1963; Matthias Ulungura, The Story of the Capture of the First 
Japanese Prisoner of War on Australian Soil by Matthias, Bathurst Islander, as told by himself to Rev. Bro. 
R.J. Pye (Captured in February, 1942), undated, typescript.  Toashima was later killed in the outbreak from 
Cowra prison camp, N.S.W. 
 
70 Interview with Louis and Benedict Munkara, Nguiu, 19/5/1963; O’Connor, James, “Piraptameli Flight 
Sergeant”. In The Sun, Melbourne, 28/10/1944, p. 14.  
 
71 Interviews with Louis Munkara, 19/5/1963, Brother Frank Quinn, 21/7/1963, Gemma Tipuamantumirri, 
1/2/1964, and Bricklayer Tipuamantumirri, 8/4/1964, all at Nguiu, and John Liddy, 13/6/1964, Garden 
Point.  NAA: MP1049/5, 2026/8/712, “Don Isidro - Salvage”.  The mission lugger St. Francis was involved 
in the rescue of seamen from the Don Isidro. 
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crew-members of several luggers, including the mission vessel, also rescued Allied pilots 
shot down off the mainland during the first raid or raids on Darwin.72
 
It is doubtful whether these exploits gained any publicity in embattled Darwin.  If they 
did, they were not presented in evidence to a Royal Commission appointed to investigate 
the circumstances of the initial raid on Darwin, for which the military forces had 
apparently not been prepared.  The commission, conducted by Mr. Justice Lowe, sat in 
Darwin from 5 to 10 March 1942.  The central point of interest in respect of the Tiwi is 
contained in the Further and Final Report, dated 9 April 1942.  In a section headed 
“Natives of Melville Island”, Lowe stated that 
 
Evidence was given to me that the natives of Melville Island were in all 
probability more favourably disposed towards the Japanese than towards 
ourselves.  The matter was not fully investigated by me, and a contrary 
opinion was expressed by Brother McCarthy, of the Catholic Mission on 
Bathurst Island. 
 
I draw the Government’s attention to those opinions in order that the 
matter may be more fully investigated if it is thought necessary.73
 
There is no record of the Tiwi ever being told of the evidence put to the commission.  
What is evident, however, is that, although this was the most serious allegation of its kind, 
it was but part of a wider concern, as we shall see, being expressed at that time about the 
loyalty and courage of Aborigines and Islanders.  War can lead to hysteria and mistrust, 
especially in a situation of “the colonisers and the colonised”, terms in which the attitude 
and practices of many Europeans and the place of Aborigines in remote regions of 
Australia must be seen.74
                                                 
72 There were two raids on Darwin on 19 February 1942, and it is not clear during which raid the crew of 
Reuben Cooper’s lugger rescued an American pilot.  The crew of the St. Francis saved another American 
pilot during the first raid.  
 
73 The Lowe Report, op. cit., p. 1034. 
 
74  Powell (1988a), p. 214: comments that  “there were fears, understandable, but at times rather hysterical, 
that Aborigines might collaborate with the Japanese…”; NAA: 5954/69, 460/13, “Evacuation of 
Aborigines”, ff. 1, 3.  There was concern that, as a consequence of the contacts between Japanese pearlers 
and Aborigines in the north and north-west, in the event of a Japanese landing in Australia considerable 
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One school of thought held that Aborigines would run in the face of an enemy.75  A 
prominent member of this school of thought was the Administrator who gave as an 
example, the bombing of Darwin.76  In fact, almost all of the Aborigines in Darwin were 
evacuated from the town by 14 February 1942.77  Those still in Darwin demonstrated little 
if any panic, in contrast to a number of civilians and Air Force personnel.78  Aborigines 
and Islanders employed by the military forces remained at their posts until told to leave.79  
 
More widespread was the theory that, in view of the pre-war contact between Japanese 
pearlers and coastal Indigenes, Aborigines and Islanders in Northern Australia were likely 
to assist the enemy in the event of a Japanese landing on the north coast.80  This extended 
to concern on the part of the Government in respect of Aborigines in North Queensland.81  
This concern was echoed by Elkin who felt that the coastal Aborigines had come to know 
the Japanese as “a very kind folk”, whereas there were Aborigines who, although they 
had had limited contact with Europeans, held grudges against them.82  If the Japanese 
landed, he suggested, they would be supported by these Aborigines.  A requirement 
                                                                                                                                                  
assistance could be given to them by Aborigines.  Major Bill Stanner (the anthropologist) was to “infiltrate 
among the natives” and “make use of propaganda favourable to the Allies”.  
 
75 Leser, David, “The Aussie Pearl Harbour”. In The Bulletin, 18/2/1992, p. 41. 
 
76 NAA: A659, 42/1/3043, “Co-operation between Aboriginals and Whites in event of Enemy Invasion”, 
Administrator to Secretary, DoI, 17/4/1942.  
 
77 Hall (1997), op. cit , p. 27.  About 100 Indigenous people, including some Tiwi, mostly in employment or 
prisoners in Fannie Bay Jail, were not removed from Darwin prior to 19/2/1942.  Abbott, C.L.A., 
Australia’s Frontier Province, Sydney: AR, 1950, pp. 75, 87: All prisoners in Fannie bay were released by 
Judge Wells after the first raid.  See also, Flynn (1947), op, cit., p. 83.  In addition to being a chaplain to the 
Armed Services, Father Frank Flynn was also a medical doctor and an anthropologist. 
 
78 Hall (1997), op. cit., p. 27; Lockwood, Douglas, Australia’s Pearl Harbour, Melbourne: Cassell 
Australia, 1966, pp. 177-178. 
 
79 Gsell (1956), op. cit., p. 145; Lockwood (1966), op. cit.  Lockwood spoke to Bismark Kerinaiua, a Tiwi, 
after the first raid.  
 
80 See, for instance, “Safety First” (pseudonym), “Attitude of Aborigines”. In the SMH, 11/3/1942.  Hall 
(1987), op. cit., pp. 115-120.  This view was even expressed after the war in Griffith, Owen, Darwin 
Drama, Sydney: Bloxham and Chambers, 1946, p. 39.  
 
81 NAA: A373, 5903, “Japanese Activities Amongst Aborigines”. 
 
82 NAA: MP551, 42/70/1024, “Co-operation Between Aborigines and Whites to Combat Possible Liaison 
with Japanese Landed in Remote Parts of Australia”, Elkin to Prime Minister (John Curtin), 2/4/1942.  
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existed, Elkin stated, to gain the sympathy and support of these coastal people and to 
recruit them for patrol duties.83   
 
There was, however, another side to this debate.  For some years prior to 1942, coastal 
people, including the Tiwi, had been told by Japanese on pearling luggers that one day 
they would take over Australia and would become the bosses of the Aborigines.84  It is 
not known whether many of the non-Aborigines who made allegations against the 
Aborigines and Islanders were aware of this comment.  The views of the Tiwi about the 
remark are also not recorded.  Nevertheless, as Krastins points out, by 1940 the Islanders 
had accepted governmental authority and, moreover, 
 
During the early months of 1942 and the commencement of World    
War Two in the Pacific, the full impact of the Catholic mission on the  
lives of the Tiwi was realized (sic)”.85
 
In other words, the Tiwi from Nguiu proved themselves loyal to the Allied cause and to 
the Christian ideals espoused on the mission station.86
 
The Tiwi and other Aborigines in the Northern Territory proved their detractors to be 
incorrect.  They did not flee from enemy air raids and their support for the Allied war 
effort demonstrated where their loyalty lay.  While some assisted in coastwatching 
operations, others patrolled in search of pilots shot down in aerial combats.87  Men in 
Arnhem Land put aside their customary lifestyle to train as guerrilla fighters.88  Large 
numbers of men and women were drafted into camps or settlements along the Stuart 
                                                 
83 Ibid. 
 
84 “Darwin Raid Tomorrow. Japanese Boast”. In The Age, 26/2/1942, p. 3, comment by Bishop Gsell;   
Gsell (1956), op. cit., p. 141. 
 
85 Krastins, op. cit., pp. 64-65. 
 
86 Flynn (1947), op. cit., pp. 78-84, wrote that the Tiwi members of the Port Craft Company attended 
Church regularly and were adept at their duties.  Flynn comments on the joyous welcome given to Bishop 
Gsell when he visited Nguiu in September 1945. 
 
87 NAA: NTAC 1980/111, (Jack Murray’s diary and papers), “Delissaville Station Record”, (a) Murray to 
Director Native Affairs, March, 1945; (b) E.J. Murray, Native Patrols Delissaville1942. 
 
88 Mulvaney, John (Ed.), “Donald Thomson’s Report On The Northern Territory Coastal Patrol And The 
Special Reconnaissance Unit 1941-43”. In Aboriginal History, Vol. 16, No. 1, 1996, pp. 1-57. 
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Highway, set up by Native Affairs which requested they be employed as labourers and 
domestics for the military forces.89  These included 120 fringe-dwellers, a number of 
whom were  
 
‘incorrigibles’ who had been deported from Darwin months in 1941.  Others were 
Bathurst and Melville islanders (sic) ‘of the intelligent class who visit the 
mainland periodically’.90   
 
Many other Aborigines who were moved into the camps had had little previous contact 
with Europeans.91  Don Tipiamutta Hocking, a Tiwi, was employed as a patrol assistant 
by Native Affairs during the early war years.  As such he was involved in collecting and 
transferring Aborigines to the new settlements.92
 
Thomson, with his experience in Arnhem Land, argued that any scheme to employ 
Aborigines for military labour purposes could not be justified.  The removal of men from 
the reserves, he argued, would break down the Indigenous organisation and “aggravate 
conditions which are now leading to the extinction of the aboriginal race”.93  He would 
further criticise the scheme in the post war years.94  W.E. Stanner, with anthropological 
experience in the Daly River - Port Keats region, supported the employment of 
Aboriginal labourers from missions, cattle stations, towns and the like, commenting that, 
“natives involved can all be regarded as civilised and therefore responsible to intelligent 
                                                 
89 Powell, Alan, The Shadow’s Edge, Melbourne: MUP, 1988 (henceforth Powell 1988b), pp. 256-257; 
Morris, F.R., “The War Effort of the Northern Territory Aborigines”. In Australian Territories, Vol. 5,  
No. 1, January 1965, pp. 2-4.  Control camps were gradually set up at Koolpinyah, Adelaide River, Pine 
Creek, Katherine and Mataranka by Native Affairs.  White requested the military to take responsibility for 
the inmates of the camps, including their employment. 
 
90 White, quoted in Powell (1988b), op. cit., pp. 256-258. 
 
91 The Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia 1945-46, Vol. 4, Papers Presented to Parliament, 
Report of the Administration of the Northern Territory for the Year 1945-46 (hereafter RANT), Canberra: 
CGP, 1946, p. 1108 (p. 26 of actual report).   
 
92 Interview with Don Tipiamutta Hocking, Paru, 20/5/1963. 
 
93 NAA: F1/0, 1942/406, “Northern Territory Administration Records Branch, NAB Staff and Policy 
Matters”, Inspector S.G. McIlroy to Inspector General of Administration, January 1943, citing Thomson. 
 
94 Thomson, Donald F., “We Stand Accused Of Hypocrisy Toward Our Native People”. In The Herald, 
Melbourne, 4/4/1946. 
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and fair control”.95  People from inaccessible areas should not be recruited, he continued, 
as these were too close to “their nomadic mode of life”. 
 
The recruiting of Aborigines as military workers was made easier by the Army assuming 
responsibility for the welfare of a large part of the Territory’s Indigenous population after 
the initial air raids on Darwin, leaving a diminished Native Affairs Branch to carry out 
“important essential routine activities”.96  Strict controls were imposed on the Aborigines 
in the camps by the military, especially where the women were concerned.  At the same 
time, the people under military control experienced “a degree of equality previously 
unknown”.97   
 
While Aborigines and Islanders in a number of localities across Northern Australia from 
the Torres Strait to the Kimberleys were affected by the war in various ways, the Tiwi, 
due to their geographic location, felt the impact of the fighting more than their Indigenous 
counterparts.98  As Hall points out, the capture of the Tiwi Islands by the enemy would 
provide them with airstrips to dominate the air and sea approaches to Darwin.99
 
A small number of Tiwi who had been on the mainland on 19 February 1942 were 
recruited into the military’s labour unit at Mataranka.100  Many of those who were in their 
islands served the war effort in other ways.  In the vicinity of Cape Fourcroy, on Bathurst 
Island, and at Imilu, to the north of Garden Point, Tiwi men and women helped in the 
establishment and maintenance of coastwatching and radar stations.  They took part in the 
rescue of Allied airmen and reported the sighting of a Japanese submarine and mines on 
                                                 
95 McIlroy to Inspector General, op. cit. 
 
96 Ibid; NAA: Fl/0, 1942/406, op. cit., Chinnery to Secretary, DoI, 21/5/1942.  NAA: A518, G852/7/4 part 
1, op. cit., (a) Harney to Administrator, 13/9/1943; (b) White to Administrator, 30/9/1943; and NAA: 
A431/1, 1946/915, op. cit, Administrator to Secretary, DoI, 20/10/1943.  Initially, relations between the 
Army personnel and Native Affairs officers were good, but by late 1943 tensions erupted between the two. 
 
97 Powell (1988b), op. cit., p. 259. 
 
98 Japanese air attacks were made on Kalumbaru and Milingimbi missions, while Indigenous people also 
witnessed raids on other localities such as Horn Island and Broome.  Missionaries and Aborigines along the 
coast of Arnhem Land in particular did sterling work in rescuing Allied airmen whose aircraft had crashed 
or been shot down.  
 
99 Hall (1987), op. cit., p. 99. 
 
100 NAA: F1, 1944/275, “Patrol Officer W.E. Harney Patrols and Reports”, Harney to Director of Native 
Affairs, 9/10/1943. 
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the west coast of Bathurst Island.  Three men who rescued an American pilot off the 
southern end of Melville Island, took him by canoe to the mainland, then walked 20 miles 
(32 kms.) to obtain help for him.101  Other men walked or ran long distances carrying mail 
and urgent messages between the various stations, and the crews of several crashed 
Japanese planes were buried by the Tiwi.102  Patrols were conducted out of Nguiu by boat 
and foot around and across the islands under the direction of an Air Force officer.103  With 
the transfer of the mission lugger St. Francis and its skipper to Naval service, its Tiwi 
crew faced the danger of Japanese attacks as it transported supplies to military 
installations along the coastline.104  
 
All duties carried out in the islands during the war were on a rations only basis, whereas 
those employed by the Armed Services on the mainland received 10 pence (9 cents) per 
day plus food and accommodation, a rate of remuneration that was later attacked by 
Thomson.105  Many Aborigines were thus introduced to the cash economy for the first 
time.  This could have been the situation with many of the Tiwi if a recommendation by 
Patrol Officer Harney had been approved.  In view of the drift of “Melville Island 
natives” to the mainland and concern for the safety of the residents of Nguiu and Garden 
Point mission, in 1943 he proposed their transfer to the mainland.106  The Army decided 
against the recommendation. 
 
                                                 
101 Interviews with Jerry Kerinaiua, 1961, and Bismark Kerinaiua, 18/6/1963, both at Nguiu; Griffith, op. 
cit., p. 207. 
 
102 Interviews with Nora Palipuaminni and Louis Munkara, Nguiu, May 1963, John Hicks, Tiwi Land 
Council Secretary, Darwin, 3/12/2001, and Hyacinth Tungutalum, Nguiu, 5/12/2001. 
 
103 Interviews with Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 11/5/1963 and 15/5/1963. 
 
104 The skipper of the St. Francis, Brother Andrew Smith, was given the rank of lieutenant, having served in 
the Navy in World War One. 
 
105 RANT, 1945-46, op. cit., p.26.  Thomson (4/4/1946), op cit.  Members of the Snake Bay Patrol received 
wages at war-time rates and service medals from Captain E.P. Keatinge at Milikapiti on 26/8/1962.  After 
some protraction, Matthias Ulungura received an ex-gratia payment on 21/3/1964.  Other claimants were 
not successful. 
 
106 NAA: F1/0, 1944/275, op cit., Report of Activities from May, 1942, to May, 1943, by Patrol Officer W. 
Harney, p. 3; NTAC1980/111, NN, “Diary - E.J. Murray”, entries 1/6/1943 - 3/6/1943; NAA: F1/0, 
1944/275, op cit., White to Harney, 22/6/1943. 
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The capture of the first Japanese pilot aside, little publicity has been given to the Tiwi war 
effort.  An exception is the exploits of the Snake Bay Patrol, a small force operating out 
of Snake Bay, which replaced the civilian coast watching patrols.107  In spite of 
Chinnery’s desire to transfer Gribble to mainland duties, due to his “extensive local 
knowledge” and his “ability to handle natives”, Gribble was commissioned into the Naval 
Reserve with the rank of sub-lieutenant on 11 September 1942.108  In January 1943, he 
formed an unofficial Naval unit comprised of about 35 Tiwi and mainlanders.109  The 
latter had been among the “incorrigibles” sent to Garden Point in 1941.  Although the unit 
was not officially enlisted into the service, its members were rationed, clothed, armed and 
otherwise equipped by the Navy, including the provision of the launch Amity.110  The 
Amity was supplied to Gribble in 1943, and was armed with a machine gun early in 
1944.111  Supporting Gribble’s request for such a weapon, the Naval Officer In Charge, 
Darwin, wrote, 
 
Lieut. Gribble in the Patrol Launch “Amity” has frequently been called upon to 
identify approaching refugee boats from territory occupied by the enemy and it is 
agreed that he should be in possession of some form of automatic weapon.  In 
                                                 
107 Gribble used the name “Native Patrol” for the unit.  It has also been referred to as the “Black Watch”, 
which can be confusing, as an Aboriginal unit operating out of Delissaville, under Jack Murray, the 
settlement superintendent, was also called the “Black Watch”.  Murray’s patrol searched for Allied pilots 
who had been shot down around Darwin Harbour. 
 
108 NAA:  A6769, Gribble, John.  Gribble was promoted to lieutenant, RANVR, 6/3/1943. 
CP, Item 8/24, Box 18, (a) Chinnery to Administrator, 2/6/1942; (b) White to Chinnery, 21/7/1942. NAA: 
A518, G852/7/4, part 1, “N.T. - Administration Branch - Organization”, (a) Secretary, Department of the 
Navy, to Secretary, DoI, 19/8/1942; (b) Secretary, DoI, to Administrator, 22/8/1942. NAA: A452/54, 
1966/6512, “Aborigines employed by the R.A.N. during 1939-1945 War”.  During much of the war, 
Chinnery was based in southern cities and Abbott in Alice Springs.  
 
109 Native Patrol memorial, Milikapiti, observed 3/7/2000.  An archival record of the actual date of the 
organisation of the unit has not been located.   
 
110 NAA: MP1381/1, 603/246/6954, “Launch Amity”, the Amity, a non-commissioned vessel, was equipped 
with engine and sails.  Its overall length is given variously as 31feet 6 inches and 34 feet.  On 11 February 
1943, it was considered a suitable craft for harbour work in Darwin, but it was then in Rockhampton where 
it required repairs before being transported to Darwin.  No record of the actual date on which Gribble 
received the Amity from the Navy has been located.  NAA: A6769, Gribble, John.  While Gribble’s Naval 
record shows him as travelling on small craft such the Kuru and Southern Cross in 1942 and 1943, his 
movements on the Amity do not appear until 1944.  This is not to say that the Amity was not under his 
control earlier than that.  Interview with Ginger Moreen, Delissaville, 16/2/1966: Gribble, together with 
Ginger and four Tiwi, were towed to Darwin in a dinghy or whaleboat by a Naval vessel to take over the 
Amity. 
 
111 NAA: MP151/1, 412/201/77, “Launch ‘Amity’ - Supply of Armament Stores”, Naval Officer in Charge, 
Darwin, to Secretary, Naval Board, 1/2/1944, regarding the arming of the Amity. 
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addition, the “Amity” is subjected to the risk of air attack to an equal degree with 
Motor Patrol Boats operating in (Darwin) harbour which are reasonably well 
armed.112
 
The members of the Snake Bay Patrol who manned the Amity under Gribble were equally 
in danger of attack.  This is reflected in a letter written by the Director of Welfare to the 
Naval Officer In Charge, Darwin, in September 1961, 
 
The issue of uniforms, the conferring of rank, the equipping with Arms and 
machine guns, the training in gunnery and grenade attack, all add up to a serious 
mission.  Holder Adams and Paddy One make it clear that the coastwatching and 
patrolling involved active duty, and that the members of the unit were exposed to 
as great dangers as Service personnel stationed in Darwin.113
 
The further comment by the Director that “It is also apparent that these aborigines were 
more than anxious to serve their country in its time of need”, does not support the views 
of those non-Aboriginal people who feared that the Tiwi might support the Japanese 
troops.114  The members of the Native Patrol plainly demonstrated their interest in 
supporting the Allied war effort, despite a complaint by one member of the unit, Harry 
One Mungatopi, to Robert Hall, that 
 
Mr. Gribble, he said, “well we got to ring up (Naval Headquarters, Darwin) to 
make you all patrol work…Navy”.  He never put a paper for us (enlisted us).  We 
only doing the right thing all the time…tobacco and tucker, that’s all we get to 
do…no money.  Hard work for nothing.  He had money himself.  Not us.115
                                                 
112 Ibid. 
 
113  NAA: A452/54, 1966/6512, op. cit., Director of Welfare to Naval Officer-in-Charge, HMAS Melville, 
Darwin, 4/9/1961.  Holder Adams was more correctly Walter Punguatji Adams, while Paddy One was 
Paddy Morungatimini.  “Holder” or “Olter” was the pronunciation of “Walter” in practice among older 
Tiwi. 
 
114 Hall (1997), op. cit., p. 107: Consider also the comment of Kimberleys Aborigines being trained in 
guerilla warfare in World War Two that, “we fight blurry Japs alonga you”.  As Hall shows, many Top End 
Indigenous people were recruited into the Australian war effort. 
 
115 Ibid, pp. 247-248.  Hall interviewed Harry One on 16/9/1986.  Members of the patrol received war 
service medals and an ex-gratia payment of up to 200 pounds each, in 1962.  A payment of 65 pounds 15 
shillings was made to Matthias Ulungura in 1964.  The Courier, Ballarat, 26/4/1991 and 6/12/1991.  
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Using initially dugout canoes and a sixteen foot launch employed by Gribble in his Native 
Affairs duties, and from late 1943 or early 1944, the Amity, the civilian patrol and its 
successor the Native Patrol covered 12,181 miles (919,599 kms.) on sea patrols between 1 
April 1942 and 7 April 1945.  In this time they located sea mines, searched for survivors 
from ship-wrecks, and rescued Allied servicemen who had escaped from Japanese 
occupied territories.116  A further 8,925 miles (14,360 kms.) were covered in foot patrols 
across Melville Island, locating crashed pilots and, with men from Nguiu, dismantling the 
engines from a bomber that had crash-landed on a saltpan.117  One injured Dutch pilot 
was carried for two and a half miles (4 kms.) through rough country and swamps. 
 
These activities brought the Tiwi into periodical contact not only with downed airmen 
from various Allied countries and with Australian Naval personnel, but also with 
Ambonese, Filipino and American soldiers they rescued from small craft at sea.  More 
importantly, the establishment of several military facilities in the region of Snake Bay, 
especially a training base for Secret Intelligence forces, introduced the Tiwi to closer and 
long-term contact with a range of men of different nationalities.118  British and Australian 
Naval authorities called upon the Tiwi for special duties on occasions.  At least one Tiwi 
man, Paddy One Morungatimini, was called upon to demonstrate his traditional 
knowledge of local waters as he piloted Naval vessels through reefs off the islands.  
Again, a knowledge of the Malay language was one of the reasons two Tiwi men, Charlie 
One Tipakalippa and Strangler Pungautji McKenzie, were called upon to make several 
secret trips to Timor by submarine, landing personnel and stores for Australian command- 
                                                                                                                                                  
Beginning in 1991, wages at the full rate of payment for war service was made to surviving northern 
Aborigines who contributed to the war effort or in the case of those who were deceased, to their families. 
 
116 CP, op. cit., Item 8/68, Box 25, John B. Gribble, “Deeds Done by the Native Patrol on Melville Island”, 
undated; MP15/1, 533/201/368, “Japanese Mines Washed Ashore on Melville Island”; Griffith, op. cit., pp. 
208-209. 
 
117 CP, op. cit., Gribble; Interviews with Bismark Kerinaiua, Nguiu, 19/6/1963 and 18/6/9164, and Dan 
Daniels Wundjitta, Milikapiti, 27/12/1963. 
 
118 Interviews with Brother Frank Quinn, Nguiu, 5/5/1964, John Liddy, Garden Point, 13/6/1964, Welfare 
Branch staff, Snake Bay, 1964, and Geoff Spence (ex-R.A.N.), Darwin, 4/11/1964; NAA: A11093, 
686/23E, “Forward Fighter Aerodromes NorthWest Australia - Melville Island”, Operational Base Austin 
was constructed by the RAAF in 1944; Powell, Alan, “The Allied Intelligence Bureau in the Northern 
Territory, 1942-1945”, JNTH, Issue No. 8, 1997, pp. 58-59. 
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oes fighting behind the Japanese lines.119  The comment by a senior Welfare Branch 
officer that “the natives were on active duty in potentially hostile waters and were 
exposed to as great or greater dangers as Service personnel stationed in Darwin” related 
to the unit at Snake Bay.120  It was, however, more correct in respect of those Tiwi who 
travelled by submarine to Timor, where they had a close escape from the enemy.121
 
The Closing Years of the War - Politics and Politicians at Work   
Away from the immediate threat of war, matters of a political nature were occurring 
outside the knowledge of the Tiwi.  The 1944 Referendum proposal that the 
Commonwealth assume responsibility for Aboriginal welfare was defeated, despite a 
blueprint for Aboriginal citizenship being published by Elkin earlier in the same year, 
with the desire that the referendum would be successful.122  In 1939, Chinnery had laid 
down the standards he saw as essential for the conferring of full citizenship rights, a 
policy that was approved by the Minister for the Interior but not proceeded with, 
apparently due to the arrival of the war.123  Elkin went much further, arguing that the 
long-term aim of a national policy should be full citizenship for all Aborigines.  Mission 
stations on the fringe of settlement, including Bathurst Island, should act as buffers, “to 
delay the contact of the Aborigines with civilisation and at the same time prepare them for 
it”.124  The missions had a wide-ranging duty in preparing their residents for citizenship, 
and as such should engage qualified personnel in appropriate positions and ensure that the 
staff is trained in anthropology.125
 
                                                 
119 WB, op. cit., information provided by Holder Adams (Walter Pungautji Adams).  Interviews with James 
Puruntatameri and Emery Apautimi, Garden Point, 13/6/1964, Cyprian Ulungura, 17/6/1964, and Charlie 
One Tipakalippa, 20/4/1965, both at Nguiu. 
 
120 WB, op. cit., comment by T.C. Lovegrove, September, 1961. 
 
121 Interview with Charlie One Tipakalippa, Nguiu, 20/4/1965. 
 
122 Attwood and Markus (1997), op. cit., pp. 11-12, 82-83; Elkin (1944), op. cit. 
 
123 CP, op cit., Item 8/14, Box 18, (a) E.W.P. Chinnery, “Qualities Which Should Be Held By Any 
Aboriginal Requiring The Privileges Of A European”, 5/4/1939; (b) NAA: A431, 50/597, “Citizen Rights 
for Aborigines – Northern Territory”, Memo by J. Carrodus, DoI, 17/3/1939, “Granting of full Rights of 
Citizenship to Aboriginals”.  
 
124 Elkin (1944), op. cit., p. 72. 
 
125 Ibid, pp. 75-78. 
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As it was, the administration of Nguiu met the approval of Harney when he visited the 
station while on patrol in March 1944.  He felt that there was a need for all Tiwi “children 
to be attached to the mission to enable them to receive the education they needed for the 
future”.126  The population of the mission, which, Harney reported, stood at 500 adults 
and 192 children, with another 500 adults and 70 children on Melville Island, was on the 
increase.127  This stood “in strong contrast to the natives that have been in contact with the 
towns and outside sources”.128  Very few of the mainland people who had experienced 
this contact, he stated, had children and were “burnt out shells”.129  Harney’s comment on 
the growing numbers at Nguiu is supported by Father Flynn’s opinion that “now, 
however, with the normal mating of healthy young people, Bathurst Island is one place at 
least where the native population is steadily increasing.”130
 
Harney saw the Tiwi Islands as important to the future development and welfare of other 
Aborigines besides the Tiwi.  Bathurst Island, where the children were often in the bush, 
“gathering up the plentiful supplies of bush food”, he saw as suitable for a “native 
state”.131  Melville Island was suitable as a government station site, with a control depot 
for “a lot of the loose knit tribes of the mainland” to be located on the southern edge of 
that island.132  The future of Aborigines, Harney held, rested on segregation and control.   
 
One matter troubling Harney was the recruitment of nearly 200 Tiwi men for work in the 
Army on the mainland.  Eighty of these were employed in the 56 Port Craft Company, 
based in Darwin.133  Harney praised the war efforts of Tiwi men, 
                                                 
126 NAA: F1/0, 1944/275, op. cit., Harney to Director of Native Affairs - “Report on Bathurst Island 
Mission”, 6/4/1944. 
 
127 Ibid. There is some confusion in respect of the children, as Harney states that there were 202 children on 
the mission roll.  Possibly some of the adults and children normally in contact with the mission were living 
somewhere in the islands due to the war situation. 
 
128 Ibid.  
 
129 Ibid. 
 
130 Flynn (1949), op. cit., p. 74. 
 
131 NAA: F1/0, 1944/275, Harney to Director (6/4/1944), op. cit. 
 
132 Ibid. 
 
133 The Port Craft Company comprised small vessels, manned by the Tiwi, and used to supply defence 
positions around Darwin Harbour. 
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I myself saw over fifty men working at two places doing useful works in 
reconstruction.   
 
As coastwatchers and trackers of lost airmen they have given invaluable 
service.  Today [to date?] over thirty-five people have been rescued by 
these natives not forgetting six Japanese prisoners taken in the first few 
months of the war.134  
 
On the other hand, with so many men having left the island and the women consequently 
remaining on the mission, he reported, it would be difficult for coast-watching duties and 
the rescue of airmen and other Europeans stranded there.135  A meeting of the Armed 
Services and the Northern Territory Administration in Melbourne in January 1943 had 
cited the Tiwi Islands among the areas where recruits for the Native Labour unit could be 
sought.136  At the end of the year, the military proposed the sending of Murray to recruit 
labourers from Snake Bay.137
 
Harney was concerned that the Army should forward rations to the dependents of the men 
it had recruited from Nguiu, as it had promised to do.  These women proved to be 
valuable to the military, when, on 5 December 1944, a Mitchell bomber crash- landed in 
mangroves on the edge of Nguiu.  One hundred women, together with the few men 
remaining at the mission, assisted in the removal of the plane’s engines, which they then 
dragged to the beach to be transported to Darwin.138
 
The people at Nguiu did not have to conform to military discipline as those at Milikapiti 
did.  Harney and Murray were equally impressed by the stance of the men in the Native 
Patrol and their loyalty to Gribble.  According to Jack Murray, the unit had made a great 
                                                 
134 Ibid. 
 
135 Ibid. 
 
136 McIlroy to Director General, op. cit. 
 
137 NAA: F1/0, 1942/406, op. cit., Lieutenant (later Captain) Fred Morris to Administrator, 2/12/1943.  
Whether this plan was proceeded with is not clear. 
 
138 Interviews with Nora Palipuaminni, Nguiu, May 1963, and Alexander Kantilla, Nguiu, June 1963.  Pye 
(1977) op, cit., p. 51.  The Tiwi men were recruited into the Port Craft Company in March 1944. 
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impression on all servicemen who had visited Milikapiti or had worked with it.  In August 
- September 1943, he noted Gribble’s discipline and control on the station, reporting that, 
 
While here I saw the full effects of (Gribble’s) control, I saw something that 
few people have seen Aboriginals do, salute the Colours every night and 
morning and put through drill with rifles and equipment, and acquit 
themselves in a manner comparable with white service men.139
 
Harney commented that some “noted incorrigibles have stood by him all through and all 
intend to remain ‘longa Mr. Gribble’”.140
 
A further comment in the Patrol Officer’s report demonstrates that social change had 
occurred among the Tiwi on Melville Island to the extent that, where a non-traditional 
food source was available, this was seen as an alternative to providing for older and sick 
relatives in the customary manner. 
 
Among a large number of people, living in the vicinity of Milikapiti, wrote Harney, there 
was a group of 40 aged and infirm people, none of whom were “Mission natives”.  Like 
the residents of Nguiu, this group, which included Hansen’s Disease sufferers, had 
become dependent on non-Indigenous food and goods to some degree, “continually 
coming up for tobacco, rations, etc.”.141  
 
As the war was nearing its end, one proposal that may have caused medical and social 
complications for the Tiwi if it went ahead was a plan to establish a leper hospital in the 
south west of Melville Island.142  Developed in a period when Indigenous people were not 
                                                 
139 NAA: NTAC 1980/111, NN, Murray, op, cit., p. 2. 
 
140 NAA: F1/0, 1944/275, op. cit., Harney to Director of Native Affairs, 6/4/1944, “Report on J.B. Gribble’s 
old Government Settlement, Snake Bay”, p. 1. 
 
141 Ibid.  
 
142 NAA: F1/0, 1950/413, “NTA - Proposed Leprosarium Melville Island”; Commonwealth Gazette  
No. 167, 5/9/1946.  An area of south-west Melville Island was declared a Leper Hospital on 23/8/1946. 
Canoes and carriers were obtained from Nguiu for the patrol that chose the site for the proposed hospital.  
CAG No. 95, 7/11/1963, the land was resumed as part of an Aboriginal reserve. 
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consulted on matters that affected their land or their communities, the proposal was not 
dropped until 1950.143
 
In the last months of hostilities with Japan the coast-watching operations at Snake Bay 
ceased, although the Air Force maintained its air-strip near the station.  Gribble was 
withdrawn by the Navy at the end of April 1945.144  To avoid leaving “the natives in the 
area without any form of control”, Petty Officer Jack Jensen replaced Gribble.145  The 
Navy also took into consideration the fact that 
 
as the natives had been dependent on Europeans for the past three years, they 
should not be jettisoned now in view of the valuable work that they have 
performed for the Defence Authorities.146
 
On 19 October 1945, Jack Murray arrived at Milikapiti to assume charge on behalf of the 
Native Affairs Branch.147  The situation had changed since Murray’s visit in 1943, the 
people “not working well” and appeared to be “badly spoilt”.148  Considering the feeling 
of achievement and adventure the work of the Native Patrol had brought to its members, 
the cessation of these duties possibly deflated them to some degree.  In addition, the 
rations issued by the Services had been generous in comparison with the normal Native 
Affairs issue.149  For some time, western style community progress in the form of 
                                                 
143 Ibid, L.C. Lucas, Director of Works, to Government Secretary, 10/7/1950. 
 
144 NAA: MP138/1, 603/246/6954,  op. cit., Naval Officer In Charge, Darwin, to Secretary, Naval Board, 
30/10/1945, Petty Officer W.J. Jensen had been in charge of Snake Bay since April, 1945.  Gribble’s list of 
patrol mileages carried out by the Aboriginal unit ceases at 7/4/1945.  NAA: A6769, Gribble, John, 
indicates that Gribble was at Melville Naval base, Darwin, on 1/5/1945.   
 
145 NAA: MP138/1, 603/246/6954, op. cit.  Jensen had preceded Gribble as Control Officer at Garden Point.  
In the first years of the war he performed coast-watching duties in the Wessel Islands, off north-eastern 
Arnhem Land.  
 
146 NAA: F1/0, 1949/114, “Native Settlement - Snake Bay”, White to Acting Director Native Affairs, 
8/10/1945 (memo 2 of that date). 
 
147 Murray’s Diary, op. cit.  NAA: F1/0, 1949/114, op. cit., White to Acting Director of Native Affairs, 
8/10/1945 (memo 1 of that date), Jensen was to be transferred from Snake Bay but the date for this was not 
clarified.  Jensen remained at Milikapiti for the time, caring for Naval equipment there, and carrying out 
work around the station and patrol duties around the island.  
 
148 Murray’s Diary, op. cit., 23/10/1945. 
 
149 NAA: F1/0, 1949/114, op. cit., (a) White to Acting Director Native Affairs, 8/10/1945,and (b) L.H.A. 
Giles, Government Secretary, to Chief Clerk, D0I, 18/2/1946.  A decision by the Navy to withdraw from 
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economic development, ready employment, schooling and on site medical care was to be 
retarded, due to the effects of the war on the Native Affairs Branch, a lack of advanced 
planning, and inadequate staffing and finance. 
 
By late 1945, if comments by H.V. Johnson, the Minister for the Interior, were correct, 
the absence of the men from Nguiu had affected the mission community.  Johnson, 
without thought to the consequences of the recent war, noted the conditions at the mission 
to be “quite unsatisfactory”, with the station having “a dilapidated appearance” and the 
swamp in front of the station being “highly insanitary”.150  He felt that apart from the 
work of the nuns among the girls, the mission had “lost heart and (was) merely muddling 
along”.151  Johnson’s view of the station is in sharp contrast with that of Father Flynn, 
who visited it about one month before Johnson.152  Flynn was full of praise for the Tiwi 
and the mission.  The Tiwi he saw as “a sturdy race, the most intelligent and the most 
artistic of the aboriginal tribes” he had met in the Territory.153  He acknowledged the 
work of the mission but made no mention of the level of change brought about by mission 
policy.154  Nearly one hundred children were in school, taught by several nuns, noted 
Flynn, although “discipline (was) not quite up to pre-war standards yet”.155  Children who 
came to the dining room for breakfast were expected to stay for school.  He did, however, 
note that the Tiwi knew “hundreds of songs and hymns” as well as “their own native 
ditties”, an indication of the cultural diversification occurring in Tiwi society. 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
Snake Bay at short notice and the imminent withdrawal of the other Services from there also led to 
problems with the rationing of the people there. 
 
150 NAA: A518/1, M852/7/4 part 1, “Report by the Minister for the Interior (Hon. H.V. Johnson, M.P.) on 
his Visit to the Northern Territory and the North of Western Australia, October and November, 1945”, p. 7.  
Johnson saw children playing in the swamp in which pigs were also present.  On his patrols to the islands in 
the preceding years, Harney offered no adverse reports on the mission.  Also, no critical reports from 
Murray’s visits have been located. 
 
151 Ibid. 
 
152 Flynn (1949), op. cit., pp. 70-75, praises the gardens, the farm, the sawmill, the boat building and the 
like.  His one negative comment concerns “the humpies of Darkie Town”. 
 
153 Ibid, p. 75.  Father Flynn was impressed by the artifacts, art, dancing and singing of the Tiwi. 
 
154 Ibid.  As far as I am aware, Flynn was not then a qualified anthropologist.  
 
155 Ibid, p. 72.  The nuns had recently returned to Nguiu from war-time evacuation. 
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Problems Brought by the War  
The situation of Aborigines in the Territory at this time was not assisted by the perceived 
inability of the Acting Director of Native Affairs, V.G. Carrington, to administer his 
Branch at a difficult stage in the lives of the Indigenous people, including the Tiwi.156  In 
the view of the Minister for the Interior, Carrington’s theory of establishing ration depots 
as a way of solving many of the problems of the Aborigines would “make the natives lazy 
and disinclined to fend for themselves”.157  Chinnery, who was about to retire as Director, 
was equally disturbed about such a scheme, feeling that it would not be “to the ultimate 
advantage of the natives”.158  He acknowledged the difficulty of meeting the problem 
caused by Aborigines who, after receiving good food and other goods while employed by 
the military forces, were not willing to return to their respective tribal areas.  Settlements 
where they could be employed and earn money would be more effective than the receipt 
of rations for no return.159  This was the situation of the Tiwi who were not regular 
residents of Nguiu. 
 
The war introduced a new side of the wider Australia to the Tiwi, as it did to Aborigines 
on the mainland.  In the main, the servicemen from the south who came into contact with 
Indigenous people did not display racist attitudes, as had been experienced at the hands of 
various European Territorians.  On the other hand, inter-cultural communication had been 
hastened by the war to the extent where the Rev. Theodore Webb’s words in respect of 
the people of Arnhem Land were a warning as to what could occur among the Tiwi, 
 
…if this culture contact be effected by the same means and in the same form as it 
has been over the greater part of Australia, the degradation And destruction of 
these primitive people will be still further continued.160
 
                                                 
156 NAA: A659/1, 1945/1/5816, “Native Affairs Branch Funds for Finance Year 1945-46”, Administrator to 
Secretary, DoI, 25/1/1946. 
 
157 Ibid. 
 
158 Ibid, Memo, Chinnery to Administrator, early November 1945. 
 
159 Ibid. 
 
160 Webb, op. cit.,  p. 78. 
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In the Tiwi Islands, several customary practices were becoming significantly modified.  
Long before World War Two, Bishop Gsell’s efforts for couples to marry of their own 
free choice were not entirely successful, although the missionary may not have been 
aware of this.  Girls who been acquired by Gsell, or were otherwise living under the care 
of the mission, were actually choosing their husbands from among men who had been 
tentatively promised to them by one of the girls’ relatives.161  By the end of the war, 
Christian girls sought marriage partners whose fathers and brothers did not expect further 
wives in return for their new husbands.162   
 
The demands of the war also widened the scope of some Tiwi to procure marriage 
partners outside of the traditional islands system.  Apart from relationships between a few 
Tiwi women and Macassans, this breakaway from the customary social practice 
commenced with the seizure of Larrakia women from at least the mid nineteenth century.  
It had been expanded with the relationships between Tiwi women and Joe Cooper’s 
Iwaidja in the first decades of the twentieth century.  The movement of some Tiwi men to 
Malay Bay on the mainland to work with the Coopers until 1942, led to a few 
partnerships with women from the north coast of the Northern Territory.163  The locating 
of Tiwi in military camps away from Darwin during World War Two resulted in several 
marriages involving women whose tribal groupings were located inland, rather than on 
the coast or the immediate hinterland behind the coast.164  Warrant Officer Duffy, 
Inspector, Native Personnel boasted that, despite “age-old beliefs the Tribes would never 
intermingle, ARMY (sic) has been successful in bringing together, within one Settlement 
(Mataranka) as many as twenty three Tribes and sub-Tribes”, resulting in intertribal 
marriages, including those involving Tiwi men.165  In encouraging “tribal mixing that ran 
                                                 
161 Hart and Pilling, op. cit., p. 108.   
 
162 Ibid. 
 
163 NAA: F1, 1942/406, op. cit., White to Administrator, 9/11/1942, Reuben Cooper died at Oenpelli on 
29/91942.  His death brought employment at Malay Bay to an end.  See Chapter 1 regarding marriages 
between Tiwi and (a) Larrakia and Woolna, and (b) Iwaidja.  For references to relationships between Tiwi 
women and Macassans see Morris (2001), op. cit., pp. 62 - 64. 
 
164 Interviews, at Paru, with Bob Jimilandumi, 1961, and Don Tipiamutta Hocking, 20/5/1963. 
 
165 Powell (1988b), op. cit., p. 259. 
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completely counter to Aboriginal custom”, Brigadier E.M. Dollery, who controlled the 
Indigenous labour unit, brought about damage to customary kinship and marriage laws.166
 
In the post war years, as some Tiwi men spent more and more time on the mainland, a 
small number were to take other mainland women as their partners.  In several cases, 
however, Island men were to separate from their mainland consorts and to form 
traditional Tiwi unions.  Marriage regulations were just part of the cultural and social 
changes that affected the Islanders by 1945. 
 
By the period 1940 to 1950, the role of the “country” bands, which were patrilineal in 
descent, as the predominant force in feuds and fighting or skirmishing forces, had given 
way in this area to the matrilineal totemic clans.167  This can be considered to be 
unexpected and unusual given that the Tiwi patrilineal system had come into contact with 
an outside culture, that is the wider society, which was also overwhelmingly patrilineal, 
whether the contact point is the mission, the Darwin community or the military forces.  
The major influences towards change can be identified as the settling of a number of Tiwi 
around Nguiu and Milikapiti by 1945 and the movement of a large number of island men 
to the mainland for war service, thus disrupting the relationship with the various 
“countries” and diminishing the utilisation of the related bands in relative deliberations 
and feuds.  The totemic clans, as an essential aspect of the spiritual heritage, however, 
remained strong social groups in Tiwi society.   
 
The changes that came to the Tiwi as a result of the war can be compared with those 
occurring in the Kimberleys at the same time.  While the policy of the Pallottine 
missionaries was to encourage the continuation of the cultures of the people they were 
working with, change in this area began during World War Two.  The cultural “stability 
commenced to disintegrate especially through the influx of military motor traffic, of 
which the natives made much use”.168  Middle-aged and young Aborigines were those 
                                                 
166 Ibid. 
 
167 Hart and Pilling, op. cit., p. 111. 
 
168 Worms, (Father) Ernest, “Christianity, Native Culture and Our Culture”. In The Advocate, 16/6/1960,  
p. 15. 
 165
most affected in this cultural change, older people retaining their respective culture 
despite the intrusion of the outside force.169  
 
Malinowski had held that, 
 
The missionary, whether he be disguised under a teacher’s shirt or an official’s 
sun-helmet, or honestly dons his clerical bib, tramples over the wonderful 
eccentricities of native cultures, believing in his crudeness that only what is like 
unto himself is good.170
 
Perhaps Ronald and Catherine Berndt agreed with Malinowski that anthropologists see 
missionary work as an ill-conceived attack upon Indigenous culture, missionaries being 
agents of “cultural destruction”.171  In any case, they argue that by the mid-1940s the 
“Pagans” among the Tiwi were distinguished from the “converted” and were “regarded as 
the protectors of their traditional heritage”.172  In 1945 such a dichotomy was not as 
distinct as the Berndts would suggest.  Christian members of the community were not 
entirely divorced from the pre-mission culture.  The practice of the Kulama and 
Pukumani ceremonies in the mission environs, though receiving a setback, remained 
strongly in the minds of the mission residents until these aspects of the culture became 
part of the Tiwi cosmos again in the late 1950s.  Elsewhere in the islands the Tiwi were 
unhindered in the practice of these ceremonies.  In another area of culture, although the 
marriage system had undergone important changes, younger Christian Tiwi conformed to 
the demands of their elders to meet the requirements of a modified marriage system. 
 
As part of their customary practices, the Tiwi had long performed dances and songs 
retelling historical events or incidents that occurred in hunting or fighting expeditions.  
World War Two added to that repertoire, songs such as  
                                                 
169 Ibid. 
 
170 Malinowski, Bronislaw, Introduction to Richard St. Barbe Baker, Men of Trees, London: George Allen 
and Unwin, 1932, pp. x-xi. 
 
171 Ibid. 
 
172 Berndt, Ronald M. and Berndt, Catherine H., “Body and Soul. More than an Episode”.  In Swain, Tony 
and Rose, Deborah Bird (Eds.), Aboriginal Australians and Christian Missions, Bedford Park: The 
Australian Association for the Study of Religions at the South Australian College of Advanced Education, 
1988, p. 50. 
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Army, Army, Naybe, Naybe (Navy); 
Army, Army, Naybe, Naybe; 
Air Porch, Air Porch (Air Force)!173
 
During the war, the Tiwi of the Port Craft Company performed secular dances for 
relaxation, “(glorifying) their heroes and (burlesquing) their enemies - special disdain 
being reserved for the Japs”.174  More prominent and lasting has been the “Aeroplane 
Dance”, depicting a Japanese air raid on Darwin, with anti-aircraft fire shooting down 
some of the enemy planes.175   
 
In the mainland military settlements songs and dances became a form of identification 
between the various tribal groupings represented in each such camp.  “Several ‘playabout’ 
ceremonies might be held on the same evening”, people from groups other than the 
performers being able to attend as spectators.176  Although Army employment gave the 
Aborigines a feeling of being divorced from traditional “tribal control and tribal sanctions 
- except for sorcery” for the duration of their service, in the main they clung to their 
respective tribal affiliations.177  In a situation described by Catherine Berndt as “a zone of 
transition”, the Tiwi residents of the military camps widened their cosmos through their 
associating with “foreign” Aborigines and their working and living experiences in Army 
controlled circumstances.  The strength of their identification, however, gave the 
representatives of each group, including the Tiwi, a feeling of prestige among other 
Indigenous people and a feeling of not being “rootless individuals with no identifiable 
background”.178
 
                                                 
173 Lockwood, Douglas, Fair Dinkum, Melbourne: Cassell Australia, 1963, p. 34. 
 
174 Flynn (1947), op. cit., p. 79.  As noted earlier, Flynn was a trained anthropologist, as well as a priest and 
a doctor. 
 
175 Personal observations, Nguiu, 1960-1965; Flynn, Frank with Keith Willey, Northern Gateway, Sydney: 
F.P. Leonard, 1963, p. 76. 
 
176 Berndt, C.H., “The Quest for Identity”. In Oceania, Vol. 32, No. 1, September 1961, p. 19. 
 
177 Ibid. 
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In the Port Craft Company, the Army small ship unit, where the only Indigenous 
employees were Tiwi, the need to emphasise group identity was not so strong.  Despite 
their new lifestyle in the Company, with its attractions of good food, tobacco, wages, 
travel, and access to amenities such as the canteen and cinema, the Tiwi still clung to the 
ideal of their island home.  In the view of their officers, the Islanders had developed a 
new lifestyle to a level where they would not wish to return to a less sophisticated 
existence at Nguiu.  However, when granted long promised leave in 1945, only half of 
their number returned to Darwin, the remainder having to be persuaded to resume 
employment with the company.179   
 
As observers such as Flynn, Harney and Murray noted, the Tiwi, along with the other 
Indigenous people recruited into military employment, had, in the main, performed 
creditably.  It is surprising, therefore, that, in 1947, Colonel R.M. Sadler could think of 
the Aboriginal workers only in terms of their being socially unacceptable:  
 
The Army found these semi-detribalized people disgustingly destitute and prey to 
every form of disease, filth and hunger can bring.  It, therefore, literally took them 
in hand, settled, fed, clothed, doctored, protected and employed them giving them 
back their self-respect and some measure of independence.180
 
Sadler’s criticism apparently encompassed all Indigenous people, including Tiwi, who 
had been drafted into military settlements.  Military employment assisted those who had 
lost focus through inter-cultural contact, suffered health problems or loss of self-esteem, 
or through dispossession and destitution had lost their tribal identity.  Where the Tiwi are 
concerned, however, Sadler’s comment is ironic.  All known data, verbal or written, 
indicates that the Islanders were not, on the whole, anything like Sadler’s description.  
The only Tiwi carrying disease during the war were a very small number of Hansen’s 
Disease patients, mainly at home in the islands.   
 
                                                 
179 Flynn (1947), op. cit., p. 84; Morris, F. (1965), pp. 8-9. 
 
180 Powell (1988), op. cit., p. 258. 
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On the other hand, according to Pilling, the strain of the war affected some Tiwi 
physically, leading to the deaths of older people.181  He does not specify how many of 
these deaths occurred among those who were actively engaged in war work or whether 
these were premature deaths.  While those records that are readily available do not give a 
true picture of mortality rates and details during the war period, it is known that Mariano 
Munkara, Nora Kerinaiua and Apuungtuppa Pukuamirri, for instance, died at Mataranka, 
on the mainland, during the war years.182   
 
The changing social environment at the end of hostilities led to other demographic 
changes.  After the war a number of Tiwi, attracted by the excitement and cultural 
diversity of the mainland, settled there either permanently or for long periods, especially 
in Darwin or at Gunn Point, to the north of Darwin.  The latter were mainly from 
Mandiupi and Impinari, “countries” in eastern Melville Island.183  One Mandiimbula man 
took up residence in the country of his mainland wife, near Mataranka.184  A few Tiwi 
were institutionalised in the Channel Island leprosarium.  On the other hand, a small 
number of Mandiimbula moved from Melville Island into the mission after the war’s end, 
although a “fair number” spent much of their time in their own territory until the late 
1950s when they settled on or near the mission or moved to Gunn Point.185  In 1946-47, 
the Gunn Point camp was composed mainly of people from Melville Island, 
demonstrating not only an affiliation with the locality but also the growing attraction of 
the mainland.186  In their new environment, these Tiwi did not redefine their identity as 
                                                 
181 Ibid, p. 107.  Due to the spread of the Tiwi across various regions of the islands and the mainland  
during the war, the Deaths Register of the Nguiu Mission Church, which the writer had access to, does  
not give a true picture of the number of war-time deaths among the Islanders.  In 1953-54, however, Pilling 
was able to observe gaps in the Tiwi genealogies that had occurred between 1942 and 1946.   
 
182 Genealogical research by writer, Nguiu, early 1960s.  
 
183 The Tiwi had camped at Gunn Point since Cooper’s days in the islands.  See CP, Item 8/24, Box 18, (a) 
Report by Patrol Officer G. Sweeney, April, 1942, and (b) Sweeney to White, 11/5/1942, while on coastal 
patrols, Sweeney had located parties of Tiwi at Gunn Point and had instructed them to sail back to Melville 
island. 
 
184 Information from Bob Jimilandumi, brother of the man concerned, 1960. 
 
185 Interview with Marie Celine Porkilari and Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 3/7/1965; NMR: (a) Bob 
Jimilandumi’s card, studied 27/6/1964; (b) Sailorboy Wommatakimi’s card, studied 17/7/1964. 
 
186 Interview with Chief Welfare Officer Ted Evans, Darwin, 29/10/1964, regarding the composition of the 
Gunn Point camp. 
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pseudo-mainlanders.  Rather, they formed conclaves of Tiwi Islanders in their new home 
sites, whether these localities were permanent or temporary. 
 
The long stay in Army camps had been a real test for the Tiwi, but “on the whole they 
(have) stood up to the test well”.187  The war had brought changes to Tiwi society, 
changes which could not be reversed.  In a situation where postwar rehabilitation and 
reconstruction were required, a paucity of funds was to affect the rate of social change 
among the Tiwi on the mission, while efforts to establish meaningful employment-based 
programmes at Milikapiti were also to be impeded.  However, the upkeep of the children 
was ensured through the provision of Child Endowment payments.  Such payments 
required recipient institutions to be responsible for the health and welfare of expectant 
and nursing mothers and of the children.  This, said, Elkin in 1960, was responsible to a 
large degree for the increase in the population of “full-blood” Aborigines.188
 
Assimilation and Citizenship - Where Was the Understanding?   
The policy of assimilation in the Northern Territory, which was foreshadowed in the 
McEwan Policy of 1939, was seen as the method by which Aborigines would achieve the 
status of citizenship.189  Although its implementation was delayed by the onset of the 
international hostilities, the policy of assimilation became, in the post-war years, an 
important arm of the government’s approach to Aboriginal and Islander development.  
Media and academic coverage ensured that the stated aims and practices of the policy 
were understood by the wider community and by urbanised Aborigines.190  The situation 
would have been different in the remote or “colonised” regions of Australia.  There, given 
the relative lack of an education and the poor level of communication between 
government and traditional Indigenes in 1945, it is very doubtful whether the Tiwi and 
other tribalised Aborigines were aware of the terms “assimilation” and “citizenship” or 
                                                 
187 Flynn (1949), op. cit., p. 84. 
 
188 Elkin (1960), op. cit., p. 13.  Although Aborigines and Islanders were not included in a Commonwealth 
census until 1971, records of the Indigenous population of the Northern Territory, although not fully 
accurate, were maintained through figures available from missions and settlements, patrol reports and the 
like.   
 
189 Concepts of assimilation and citizenship will be discussed in chapters 4 and 5. 
 
190 See, for instance, Elkin (1944), op. cit.; Elkin, A.P., The Australian Aborigines, Sydney: AR, (1938) 
1954, pp. 321-338; “New Deal For Aborigines”. In The Herald, 23/10/1939; Sawtell, Michael, “The 
Aborigines”. In N S, 31/5/1940. 
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understood what they meant.191  Equally, it is doubtful whether the Islanders knew of the 
failed referendum of 1944 or Elkin’s recommendations on citizenship for Aborigines.  
The drift of the Tiwi to the mainland in the post war era, in any case, was in itself, a move 
towards social and cultural modification which authorities considered essential for 
citizenship. 
 
Conclusion 
Although various aspects of the Islanders’ wartime contribution have been commented on 
separately in the past, it is only now that their overall effort is becoming clear and the 
manner in which their society and culture were affected by that period can be understood.  
 
In contrast to the comments and thinking of some non-Indigenous people, the Tiwi and 
other coastal Aborigines and Islanders demonstrated no tendency to offer support to the 
Japanese forces.  On the contrary, the Tiwi, in particular, made a significant contribution 
to the Allied war effort in their own region.  In doing this, they proved any accusations of 
potential or actual disloyalty to Australia to be inaccurate.  Despite the debate about the 
efficacy of employing the Tiwi as military workers, the needs of war saw many Tiwi 
drawn into service, some being compulsorily placed in a labour corps on the mainland.   
Others volunteered for service as coastwatchers or as workers or boat crews with the 
armed services, or were compulsorily placed in a labour corps on the mainland.  
Wherever they served, the Tiwi fiercely maintained their identity.  One aspect of society 
that underwent the beginnings of a change during this period was the movement from a 
patrilineal society to a matrilineal one, through the acceptance of the totemic clans as the 
major structural organisation instead of the bands.   This signified the move by the 
majority of the Tiwi to a sedentary existence, leaving most of the “countries” empty of 
people.  The land still remained important for the procurement of natural resources, 
though, for the most part, this occurred within relatively short distances from the mission 
and government stations.192
 
                                                 
191 Few, if any, Tiwi were aware of the term “assimilation” in 1960.  Similarly, the term “citizenship” was 
not then really understood by the relatively few Tiwi who had had heard of it (Personal observation). 
 
192 The residents of Nguiu continued to return to their “countries” during their annual bush holidays, 
although some spent part of this time at Milikapiti.  Canoe travel also enabled some Tiwi to visit areas 
along the length of Apsley Strait. 
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In social and cultural terms, the war did not leave the Tiwi unscathed.  Service on the 
mainland led to a change in diet and living conditions.  It also led to some Islanders being 
attracted to the mainland, migrating there on a long-term or permanent basis.  Moreover, 
the war brought transformation to the marriage patterns among the Tiwi, a small number 
taking mainland spouses, while at home, Christian girls sought to break down politics 
aligned with the provision of partners.  The war years therefore brought further steps 
towards the Tiwi, to a growing degree, being socially and culturally enculturated into 
western society. 
 
The Tiwi were unaware of the lobbying and political movements that were to bring 
changes to Aboriginal welfare in the post-war period. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
Towards Official Assimilation - National Policy and Local 
          Reality 
 
    (1946 to 1959) 
 
 
Introduction   
This chapter examines Tiwi society and its social and cultural practices in the post war 
years, and how it responded to mission and government policies and actions in that 
period. 
 
The Native Affairs Branch, it will be shown, was in disarray at the end of World War 
Two, facing a recruitment of staff, including cadet patrol officers who would eventually 
replace police officers as Protectors of Aborigines.  Given the restrictive regulations the 
Branch had to carry out, the question arises, as to whether Aborigines and Islanders under 
its control could see the agency as operating in their interests.  Government policies and 
practices, sometimes complex and contradictory, as will be seen, occasionally led to 
differences between the missions and the Northern Territory Administration, and to 
criticism from individuals and advocacy groups in the south.  The ideal of the assimilation 
policy, which was seen as the solution to the “Aboriginal problem”, will be explored, as 
will the related question of Aboriginal citizenship.  Throughout the period, the Tiwi held 
fast to some core cultural components of Tiwi society and identity.  The manner in which 
other customs were modified in the face of continuing inter-cultural contact is also an 
important aspect of this chapter. 
 
As shown in the previous chapter, the process of cultural substitution and modification 
among the Tiwi had been hastened between 1939 and 1945 by two events.  The first was 
the settling, more or less permanently, of a large number of people on the mission and 
government stations in the islands.  The second was the disruption caused by World War 
Two.  The rupture from traditional subsistence work occasioned by the war was 
strengthened as many moved temporarily to the mainland to seek employment with the 
Armed Forces and in private enterprise.  These changes were accompanied by official 
moves towards assimilation and by debate concerning the granting of the franchise to 
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Aborigines.1  One thing that stood in favour of the Tiwi being able to face up to any 
further transformation of their society was the protection offered to them by all of their 
islands now being declared Aboriginal reserves, isolating them from any influx of 
outsiders and from any further proposals for the development of Melville Island by 
private enterprise. 
 
The end to wartime hostilities saw the repatriation of Tiwi employed in military camps 
back to their islands.  Wartime infrastructure and equipment, it will be seen, were used as 
a basis for a level of development in the Nguiu and Milikapiti communities and at Garden 
Point, then a mission for children of mixed descent.  However, plans for Milikapiti (Snake 
Bay) settlement did not eventuate.  Instead, in addition to being a small Tiwi community, 
it became a centre for the committal of mainland Aborigines deemed to be law-breakers.  
 
Among the Tiwi themselves changes were occurring to varying degrees.  Demographic 
changes became more evident as the drift to the mainland continued, while, in the 1950s, 
others moved from south-eastern Melville Island to settle at Nguiu.  Modifications in the 
daily lifestyle took place as more people sought employment to obtain European foods.  
Although the practices of invalidicide and infanticide, as well as the taking of lives in 
feuds, ceased in the post-war years, arguments and accusations over deaths and marriages 
remained a part of the Islanders’ culture.  Significant but varying changes in life crisis 
rituals took place. 
 
A study of the post war years demonstrates that, on the one hand, the Tiwi were 
modifying their lifestyle as life for most of them became sedentary.  The continuing 
restrictions, segregation and discrimination as the policy of assimilation came into being 
will be explored, as will the circumstances of the customs still practised by the Tiwi.  
Behind the lives of the Tiwi, as we shall see, were difficulties faced by the Native Affairs 
Branch and attempts to provide employment and facilities for the Tiwi. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 For example, Elkin, A.P., “Aborigines and The Franchise”. In The Aboriginal Protector, Vol. 2,  
No. 2, October 1946, pp. 3-9.  Aborigines in some States already had access to the franchise. 
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The Administrative Context 
Despite the good intentions of the “New Deal” announced in 1939, under the Welfare 
Ordinance 1953 policies and practices of restriction, control and segregation remained in 
force until 1964, affecting all Aborigines and Islanders of full descent in the Northern 
Territory, including the Tiwi.  If they were sent to hospital in Darwin, Indigenous people 
were placed in segregated wards.2  The attitude of a number of Europeans in the Territory 
was exemplified by Neil Hargrave, a member of the Legislative Council, when he asked 
“Would you like your wife placed next to a lubra in a hospital maternity ward?”3   
 
Individual racial slurs were evident, at times, in the language used in some official 
communications.  This is illustrated by a report by Constable D.G. Conaghan in 
September 1953.  In reporting on an incident at Nguiu, Conaghan used the term “boy” for 
an adult and wrote of “abo Denis”, terms which had no place in a modern Australia and 
which were outlawed in Native Affairs correspondence a few years later.4  Apart from the 
use of such language by some police officers, their conflicting roles of protector and 
prosecutor were discriminatory, applying only to Aborigines. 
 
In another form of racial discrimination, the Tiwi and other Indigenes were segregated in 
the town’s picture theatre, which they could attend only with the permission of the 
Director of Native Affairs.5  They could not legally consume alcohol, and their wages for 
non-mission employment were a fraction of those received by non-Aborigines.6  The 
matter of a decent wage for Aborigines and Islanders continued to haunt the Northern 
Territory Administration for some years.  It led to a strike by Aboriginal workers in 
Darwin in 1950, although the Minister for the Interior allegedly directed that ‘they be 
                                                 
2 See for instance, “Color Line in N.T. Hospitals”. In NTN, 17/4/1958, p. 4. 
 
3 “‘Color Bar’ Charge by Councillor”. In NTN, 24/4/1958, p. 7. 
 
4 NAA: F1/0, 1954/65, “Roman Catholic Mission – Bathurst Island”, Report of Constable D.G. Conaghan 
relative to Disturbance at Bathurst Island Mission, 24/9/1953.  The non-discriminatory language of an 
accompanying report by Patrol Officer G. Holden stands in contrast to that of Conaghan.   
 
5 “Fined For Going To Show Without Permission”.  In NS, 3/3/1951.  Illegal drinking by Aborigines and 
Islanders slightly increased under the Welfare Ordinance 1953. 
 
6  “Crime Rise in Darwin Reported”.  In The Herald, Melbourne, 25/1/1959.  “Mines Willing To Pay 
Award, But Native Affairs Say 30/- a Week”.  In NS, 16/12/1949, p. 1.  The basic wage for a labourer was 
just over nine pounds, but most European miners were making five pounds a day on contract.  Aboriginal 
workers received 30 shillings per week plus food and clothing. 
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starved’ if they went on strike again.7  The action taken by the government in the face of 
the strike gained media publicity in Britain.  The role of Frank Moy, the Director of 
Native Affairs, in particular, infuriated Elkin who strongly criticised him.  Elkin wrote, in 
part, “People outside the Territory find such actions impossible to reconcile with the 
position of Aborigines as British subjects”.8  It is not certain whether Tiwi were among 
the strikers, although the workers were said to be “members of the main aboriginal tribes 
in the Darwin area”.9   
 
Whether they went on strike or not, Tiwi and other Indigenous people continued to find 
their freedom of movement restricted in Darwin.  If found on the streets of Darwin after a 
certain time each day or in prohibited areas, Indigenes, including the Tiwi, were subject to 
arrest.10  They could be committed to one of several Aboriginal stations by the Director of 
Native Affairs for their own good if their actions were of an anti-social nature or if they 
left their home centre without permission of the government or the mission concerned.11  
The impact of European culture upon some of the Tiwi was made clear by Moy in the 
committal of Islanders in 1949. “They have proved conclusively”, he wrote, “that they 
will not behave in Darwin and it is for their own good that they are sent back”.12    
 
                                                 
7 “Slave Conditions Exposed By Natives’ Sit-Down”.  In NS, 1/12/1950, p. 1;  “Will Starve Natives If They 
Strike”.  In NS, 8/12/1950, p. 1.  
 
8 Wise, op. cit., p. 217. 
 
9 NS, 1/1/21950, op. cit. The strikers gained strong support in some quarters.  Evans, op. cit., pp. 5-6: One of 
the strike leaders, Fred Waters Nadpur, was transported from Darwin to Central Australia by Native Affairs.  
For the continuing struggle, see NS, December 1950, to March 1951.  
 
10 NAA: F1/0, 1949/322, op. cit., (1) Director of Native Affairs to Camp Commandant, 7th Military District, 
17/5/1950;  (2) folio 74, “Regulations Under the Aboriginals Ordinance”.  See also, “Two natives on 
prohibited area charge”.  In NTN, 18/6/1953, p. 3.  One Aborigine was arrested and convicted for riding his 
bicycle along a highway to his place of employment after visiting Bagot Settlement.  A Tiwi received 
similar treatment for “going for a walk” along a highway after work.  Neither man indicated that they 
understood that they required a permit to be in town after dark. 
 
11 NMA: (1) Copies of Committal Orders authorised by the Acting Director of Native Affairs, 1950, 
1953,1954; (2) Correspondence, mission superintendent to Director of Native Affairs, 7/4/1954, advising 
that a woman and her two children had gone to Darwin by canoe without permission some time beforehand.  
Due to her circumstances in Darwin, it was suggested that the woman be sent home.  The woman’s husband 
and his family were committed to Milikapiti. 
 
12 NMA: Moy to Superintendent of Bathurst Island Mission, 13/4/1949. 
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Although he argued for the segregation of traditional people on their reserves to protect 
their culture, Thomson was critical of government policies and some mission practices.13  
His attack upon the government’s handling of Aboriginal welfare was, to some degree, 
reflected by internal and external disquiet concerning the Native Affairs Branch in the 
Territory.  Initially, criticism had come from V.J. White, the Acting Director of the 
Branch, in 1943.  Its efforts, he felt, were being “hampered by factors such as war, lack of 
finance, staff difficulties, etc.”.14  In the decade before the policy of assimilation was 
announced by Hasluck, White sought to clarify the difficulties of administering a service 
to Aborigines and Islanders in the Northern Territory: 
 
The enforcement of strict adherence to the tenets of aboriginal protection and all it 
implies is a spartan task, especially so, as it entails advocacy for the cause of a 
despised minority - the social pariahs of the Northern Territory.  Native Welfare is 
further aggravated by lack of facilities and staff so necessary to provide some 
semblance of practical assistance for a helpless population.15  
 
Although Aborigines were a helpless and “despised minority”, they formed, said White, 
an essential labour force for private enterprise in the Territory.16  Their social 
circumstances and behaviour and their cultural practices also contributed to the 
employment of public servants, prison guards, missionaries and anthropologists.17   
 
In offering such a contribution to the economy of the Northern Territory the Aboriginal 
population deserved to be seen in a better light, as did the officers responsible for their 
welfare.  Given the financial and staffing limits of the Native Affairs Branch, if 
government responsibilities for Aborigines and Islanders were to be adequately met, the 
Branch would need further restructuring and direction.18   
                                                 
13 For instance, Thomson, Donald F., “Aborigines’ ‘New Deal’ Is Raw Deal”. In The Herald, Melbourne, 
3/4/1946. 
 
14 NAA: A518, G852/7/4 part 1, op. cit., White to the Administrator, 30/9/1943. 
 
15 Ibid. 
 
16 Ibid. 
 
17 Ibid. 
 
18 Ibid. 
 177
As it was, the Director of Native Affairs, E.W.P. Chinnery, was outside of the Territory 
for most of the war, while the Native Affairs Branch was virtually depleted of 
experienced officers due to their recruitment into the Armed Services.  By 1946, L.H.A. 
Giles, the Government Secretary, formed the opinion that the Branch was leaderless, 
especially with Chinnery leaving the Territory.19
 
As Chinnery would be retiring, reported Giles,  
 
the new Director of Native Affairs, whoever he may be, should be a younger man 
with vision, untrammelled by set theories on anthropology or secular leanings.  He 
should be capable of evaluating local conditions, avoiding pitfalls and recognising 
a policy which will be of immediate and ultimate benefit to the natives as a whole 
without dislocating enterprise, industry and development.20
 
As a senior official in the Administration, Giles, it appears, was not in support of the 
employment of practical anthropology in the management of the Native Affairs Branch.  
Possibly he did not agree with the recommendations of Thomson or Elkin.  Giles 
obviously saw a need for mission stations rather than the government to carry out welfare 
duties in areas of Indigenous population.  This would, of course, save on official 
expenditure.  Furthermore, Giles followed the recommendations of the Payne-Fletcher 
Report of 1937 that the economic development of the Northern Territory should subdue 
local Aboriginal interests.21
 
However, Chinnery’s replacement, Frank Moy, was a New Guinea officer with an 
understanding of anthropology.  The appointment had Elkin’s blessing.22  Chinnery’s 
final months in nominal authority co-incided with, as we have seen, public criticism of 
the Commonwealth’s administration of Aboriginal affairs by Thomson.  The Aboriginal 
                                                 
19 NAA: A659/1, 1945/1/5816, op. cit., Administrator to Secretary, DoI, 25/2/1946. 
 
20 Ibid. 
 
21 See Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
 
22 Long, Jeremy and Wells, Julie T., “Moy, Francis Herbert (Frank)”. In Carment, David and James, 
Barbara (Eds.), Northern Territory Dictionary of Biography (hereafter NTDB), Vol. 2, Darwin: NTUP, 
1992, pp. 135-137.  As a Cadet Patrol Officer, Moy had undertaken Elkin’s short course in anthropology for 
Papua New Guinea officers.  He was appointed Director of Native Affairs in November 1946.  As Director, 
Moy maintained a regular correspondence with Elkin. 
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people, he argued, had been “shamefully betrayed”, with Commonwealth policy being 
“marked by inconsistency and hypocrisy”.23  Thomson claimed that reports of the 
treatment of Aborigines since the end of 1945 had aroused public indignation.  The 
Minister for External Affairs (Dr. Bert Evatt), he pointed out, had stated in an address to 
the United Nations Conference in 1945 that, 
 
The Australian Government urges that the Charter of a World Organisation should 
recognise that the main purpose of the administration of dependent or 
undeveloped territories is the welfare and advancement of the peoples of those 
territories.24
 
With justification, Thomson asked how this declaration of policy could be reconciled with 
the circumstances of Indigenous people under Commonwealth administration.25  He did 
not have the support of the successful candidate for the Northern Territory seat in the 
Federal election of 1946.  The candidate held to the old theory that Aborigines were a 
dying race and, in his view, had “no real place in the Territory”.26  Taking an opposite 
view, in commenting on Thomson’s criticism of Native Affairs the editor of The Herald 
called for a long-range training programme to prepare the Aborigines for “racial 
emancipation”.27  “It is surely not too much”, the editor wrote, “to expect the Government 
to show the same solicitude for the aborigines as it now shows for its native wards in 
Papua and New Guinea”.28
 
Almost simultaneously, changes began to take place in the Native Affairs Branch.  
Policies were being formulated and decisions made that would affect the Tiwi for several 
decades.  At a meeting of Directors of Native Affairs in 1947, Moy announced that, in 
                                                 
23 Thomson (1946), op, cit. 
 
24 Thomson, Donald F., “We Stand Accused of Hypocrisy Toward Our Native People”. In The Herald, 
Melbourne, 4/4/1946. 
 
25 Ibid. 
 
26 Sweeney, Gordon, “Aborigines in the North”.  In Crux, Vol. 66, No. 6, December-January 1963/64, p. 4.   
Sweeney was formerly a missionary and a patrol officer, famous for his foot patrols in Arnhem Land and 
his wartime patrols in other areas of the Northern Territory, using whatever transport he could obtain. 
 
27 The Herald, Melbourne, 2/1/1947, p. 4. 
 
28 Ibid. 
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view of the build-up of trained patrol officers, in five years there would be no need for 
police to act as protectors in the Territory.29  In doing so, he was in agreement with 
Thomson who was critical of the double role police-protectors were called upon to 
perform.30  In September 1950, Moy’s advice to the Superintendent of Police that only a 
few officers in essential localities would henceforth be appointed as protectors meant that 
virtually all of the Territory’s Indigenous community, including the Tiwi, would no 
longer be subjected to the confusing situation they found themselves in with police 
officers.31  Within a relatively few years, the system had completely ceased.   
 
More importantly, from the late 1940s, Aboriginal policies were being developed in 
Canberra and Darwin, a number of which were to affect the Tiwi directly or in the future.  
The outcomes of the second conference of Federal and State Aborigines authorities, in 
1948, were to have an impact on the Tiwi.  In addition to the permanent heads of the 
various Native Affairs authorities, the Commonwealth Health, Education and Social 
Services agencies were represented.  Elkin, too, was present, stressing assimilation as an 
essential pre-requisite for citizenship.32  In this respect he emphasised that “assimilation 
would not stand a chance of being realized” without proper education schemes for 
Aborigines and Islanders.33   
 
The need for education was pursued at the first Missions-Administration Conference in 
the Northern Territory.  The meeting, which was held in Darwin in August 1948, was 
chaired by Elkin.  Mission delegates painted a sad montage of Aboriginal society in the 
Territory: 
 
                                                 
29 NAA: A431/1, 46/1607, “Meeting of Native Affairs Directors of Western Australia, Queensland, South 
Australia and Northern Territory Held In Melbourne 3rd and 4th February, 1947”, p. 8. 
 
30 Thomson (28/12/1946), op. cit., p. 4; Thomson, Donald F., “Their Chains Are Australia’s Shame”. In The 
Sun, Sydney, 7/1/1947. 
 
31 Long, Jeremy, The Go-Betweens, Darwin: North Australian Research Unit, Australian National 
University, 1992, p. 91.  Long was a patrol officer and an anthropologist. 
 
32 Elkin (1944), op. cit., p. 51; Elkin (1962), p. 224.  The conference was held on 3-4 February 1948. 
 
33 Elkin (1948), op cit., pp. 2-3, Elkin (1962), op. cit., p. 224.  McKenzie, op. cit., p. 168, described the 
policy of assimilation as a “‘planned interference’ that was to prepare the Aborigines for their inevitable 
confrontation with white society”. 
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An incongruous sight.  In town, a derelict. An easy victim for liquor racketeers.  
An untrained loafer speaking a language of almost inarticulate baby-talk to white 
people.  A black man living on charity.  An unwanted, forgotten wanderer who 
has lost his way of life.  A hunter lost to the bush.  Bewildered by white man law.  
His ideals ridiculed or ignored.  His spiritual life broken.  A national disgrace.34
 
The government, dependent to a large extent upon the missions, was shocked into 
action.35  For the first time, it announced a policy of providing subsidies for teachers and 
nurses on mission stations, where the positions were to be filled by qualified mission 
personnel.  Grants would also be made for infrastructure and equipment on the stations, 
with the Administration providing a level of oversight and direct assistance in the areas of 
education and health.36  At the time, the cost of operating Nguiu, catering for 
approximately 1000 Tiwi, was 3000 pounds a year.37  The new Bishop, Dr. J.P. 
O’Loughlin, was prepared to accept the subsidies and special grants, such as that for 
repairs to the damage done to Nguiu by a cyclone in 1948, for the stations under his 
control.38  Unfortunately, development on the station was slowed down by his refusal to 
meet certain requirements for regular capital funding: 
 
…the Bishop’s attitude towards the proposals for the introduction of the pre-
budgetary scheme of estimates, makes it clear that he does not wish to be 
subjected to the policies and direction of the Government after the Missions’ 
existence for more than forty years free from restrictive control.39  
                                                 
34 “NT Aborigines ‘Neglected and Derelict’”.  In The Herald, Melbourne, 28/9/1948. 
 
35 Despite its dependence on the missions, the government had to be critical of some stations at times.  See, 
for example, “Public Inquiry Required Into Charges on Oenpelli”.  In NS, 9/12/1949, p. 1; “Much Left 
Unsaid on Mission Charges”.  In NS, 16/12/1949; “Mission Society Ignores Order On Tobacco”.  In NS, 
16/2/1951.  
 
36 Elkin (1957), op. cit., p. 33; NAA: A431, 1948/1670, “Conference with Mission Authorities, Darwin, 
August, 1948, N.T.”. 
 
37 NAA: A431, 1948/1670, op. cit., statement by Father William Henschke. 
 
38 NAA: F1/0, 1949/332, op. cit., (1) Secretary DoI to Administrator, 14/4/1949: 1150 pounds allowed for 
cyclone damage to mission; (2) Secretary DoI to Administrator, 11/5/1949, subsidy of 750 pounds per 
annum approved for qualified teaching nuns at Nguiu.  Such subsidies were not paid directly to the staff 
concerned but went to Mission headquarters to pay for their care (personal observation).  Bishop Gsell 
retired in 1949. 
 
39 NAA: F1/0, 54/65, op. cit., Acting Director of Native Affairs to Administrator, 31/1/1952. 
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This situation was not to change until the late 1960s when government grants were 
accepted for projects at Nguiu and the other Catholic Missions.   
 
Although the Minister for the Interior did not like co-operating with mission stations, he 
had to accept the fact that government staff might not be prepared to work in remote 
localities.  Therefore, the subsidising of qualified mission teachers and nurses was 
essential.40  Simultaneously, the beginning of the related government education scheme 
for “full-bloods” in the Northern Territory in 1949 co-incided with public criticism of the 
government for failing to provide an education for Aborigines.  The government was also 
accused of failing to “treat the aborigines as normal human beings”.41   
 
Under the policy of protection, the lifestyle of Aborigines and Islanders was controlled, in 
various ways, by practices considered to be in the interests of Indigenous people.  The 
government sought to extend the operation of these practices of restriction to the 
Territory’s mission stations through its decision to offer capital funding to mission 
societies, something refused by Catholic Missions.   
 
The announcement of a new policy of assimilation, with the aim of preparing Aborigines 
and Islanders for full citizenship, did not abolish the controls and discriminatory practices 
suffered by Tiwi people when they visited the mainland.   In an institutional type situation 
in the islands the lives of the Tiwi were subjected to a small level of supervision by staff 
in the interests of social progress.  
 
Citizenship, Assimilation and Welfare 
The term “assimilation” had no meaning to the Tiwi, even though from 1951 it was a 
policy imposed on them.  “Citizenship” was a vague term traditional people heard of in 
the early 1950s, especially when six of their number were excluded by government order 
from wardship under the Welfare Ordinance 1953.  For some, being a citizen simply 
meant the right to consume alcohol.42   
                                                 
40 Elkin (1957), op. cit., p. 33. 
 
41 Barton, J.J., “Educate the Aborigine”. In NS, 4/11/1949; Prichard, K.S., “Famous Writer Condemns 
Treatment of Aborigines”. In NS, 25/11/1949. 
 
42 The ignorance of the terms “assimilation” and “citizenship” became evident in training sessions for 
village councillors and during adult education classes to prepare the Tiwi to vote for the first time.  Both 
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All Aboriginal people were citizens by virtue of the Nationality and Citizenship Act 
1948.43  Subsequently, the Commonwealth pointed out that the use of the term 
“citizenship” in its definition of assimilation was a loose one.44   
 
The Act was of no immediate consequence to the Tiwi for it brought no changes to the 
political and social circumstances of Indigenous society.  Aborigines and Islanders, as 
distinct from other Australians, were still subject to discriminatory legislation and 
regulations of the various regional governments.  With very little public awareness of the 
legislation, it is of little wonder that the concept of Aboriginal citizenship has been the 
subject of some discussion.45  There has been confusion on the part of Indigenous people, 
as well as members of the wider public, journalists, broadcasters, and even some 
academics and politicians, as to when citizenship was achieved by Aborigines and 
Islanders and what constituted citizenship for them.  
 
The ideal of citizenship as sought by urban Aborigines at the Day of Mourning 1938 was 
one of full equality with other Australians, something that activists William Ferguson and 
Jack Patten called for as a birthright.46  During the depression, the Australian Aborigines 
League saw citizenship as including sustenance where Aborigines could not obtain 
employment.47  By 1964, when all Aborigines and Islanders had the Commonwealth 
franchise, they were, in the opinion of Attorney-General Billy Sneddon, “de facto 
Australian citizens”.48  Hasluck, however, had another view of Indigenous citizenship, 
stating in 1961, that 
                                                                                                                                                  
programmes were conducted by the author, beginning in 1961. 
 
43 Attwood and Markus (1997), op. cit., pp. 88-89, Hasluck to Jessie Street, 3/9/1959; Hasluck, Paul, Shades 
of Darkness, Melbourne: MUP, 1988, p. 93. The act came into effect on 26/1/1950. 
 
44 One People, Canberra: Department of Territories, 1961, pp. 10-11. 
 
45 See, for instance, Peterson, Nicolas and Sanders, Will (Eds.), Citizenship and Indigenous Australians, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998; Beckett, Jeremy, “Aboriginality, Citizenship and Nation 
State”. In Beckett, Jeremy (Ed.), Aborigines And The State Of Australia, Journal of Cultural and Social 
Practice, No. 24, December 1988, pp. 3-18; Tatz, op. cit. 
 
46 Horner, op. cit., p. 65; Gray, Geoffrey, “From Nomadism to Citizenship: AP Elkin and Aboriginal 
Advancement”. In Peterson and Sanders, op. cit., p. 58. 
 
47 Markus (1986), op. cit.,  p. 46. 
 
48 Gray, op. cit., p. 63.  Citizenship and assimilation cannot be discussed in terms of the 1950s only.  Debate 
must include what was stated in the 1960s and beyond.  
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…attention should be drawn to the rather loose use of the term “citizenship” when 
aborigines are said to have achieved “citizenship” by being exempted from the 
provisions of special State and Territory statutes which apply only to aborigines.  
In some respects, the position is somewhat like that of a minor who is basically a 
citizen but who, because he is under the age of 21 years, may not be able to do 
everything that other inhabitants of Australia may be able to do, and may be 
protected and assisted in ways in which the adult is not protected and assisted.49
 
In Hasluck’s view, the impositions of the various Native Welfare Acts did not remove 
from Aborigines “the sense of status” of Australian citizens, although it may limit for the 
time being the privilege of exercising “some of the rights enjoyed by other citizens and 
may afford him assistance not given to other citizens”.50  While, at the time, Aborigines 
and Islanders in the Northern Territory were not yet educated to understand and 
appreciate the meaning, rights and responsibilities of full citizenship, they nevertheless 
suffered from policies and practices that today can be seen to have been paternalistic and 
racist in their application.  The Nationality and Citizenship Act 1948 did nothing to 
alleviate this situation.  
 
“Citizenship”, Nicolas Peterson and Will Sanders state, “defines the membership of a 
common society and the rights and duties of that society’s members”.51  They rightly 
argue that the Nationality and Citizenship Act was an empty vessel for Aborigines and 
Islanders.52  It did not bring about equality between the several sectors of the overall 
Australian society, Indigenous and non-Indigenous. 
 
At the time, the political and social status of Indigenous people was not affected by their 
being citizens.  Many did not enjoy the franchise and most were subjected to restrictive 
Federal and State legislation and policies, under which, in the words of Rowley, “their 
theoretical citizenship was limited and which gave them over to the control of the various 
                                                 
49 Hasluck, Paul, The Policy of Assimilation, Statement in the House of Representatives, 20 April 1961, 
Canberra: CGP, 1961, p. 2.  
 
50 Ibid. 
 
51 Peterson and Sanders, op. cit., p.1.  
 
52 Ibid, pp. 13-14. 
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bureaucracies”.53  The Tiwi, for instance, were not yet entitled to Social Security benefits, 
apart from Child Endowment which was paid directly to the mission and government 
institution authorities.  In the view of Beckett, under the assimilation policy, the goal of 
citizenship was a justification for curtailing the civil rights of Aborigines.54
 
The restrictions placed on Indigenous society stood in direct contrast with Peterson and 
Sanders’ argument that “central to the liberal conception of citizenship is the notion of 
equity, or fairness”.55  Appreciation and acceptance were required of the variations 
between Indigenous and European Australian cultures, whether these be linguistic, 
artistic, economic, spiritual or social, and the reasons for, and value of, these variations.  
“Liberal principles of freedom of choice and personal autonomy”, Will Kymlicka argues, 
are essential for the development of minority cultural rights.56  Membership of a society, 
he continues, is essential to a “person’s ability to meet members of other cultures on equal 
terms.57  In local terms, the Indigenous citizenry must be given the freedom to practise its 
own lifestyle, and minority population citizenship is essential to its members meeting the 
majority Australian culture on a basis of equality.   
 
The wider, non-Aboriginal community incorporated into its culture symbols by which it 
identified itself - Commonwealth and State flags, the English language, Parliamentary and 
legal proceedings, and the like.  Within the non-Aboriginal community, little recognition 
was given to the symbols of Indigenous society except by a relatively few people who 
were interested in the traditional languages and arts of remote Aborigines and Islanders. 
 
Hasluck, however, looked beyond the limited view of Aboriginal Australia to recognise 
that the tribal life was deteriorating in the case of those people who had come in touch 
with the colonial presence on the outskirts of European settlement.  In such circumstances 
he saw the need for the barrier between the cultures to be removed, telling Federal 
Parliament that  
                                                 
53 Rowley (1981), op. cit., p. 49. 
 
54 Beckett, op. cit., p. 10. 
 
55 Peterson and Sanders, op. cit., p. 27. 
 
56 Ibid. 
 
57 Ibid. 
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We must either work for the social advancement of the aborigines or be content to 
witness their continued social degradation.  There is no possibility now of our 
being able to put at least two-thirds of the aborigines back into bush life.  Their 
future lies in association with us, and they must either associate with us on 
standards that will give them full opportunity to live worthily and happily or be 
reduced to the social status of pariahs and outcasts living within a firm place in the 
community.58
 
The question of Indigenous citizenship was tied to the government’s policy of 
assimilation.  The “New Deal” for Northern Territory Aborigines, announced in 1939, 
was aimed at raising … 
 
their status so as to entitle them by right, and by qualification to the ordinary 
rights of citizenship, and (to) enable them and help them to share with us the 
opportunities that are available in their own native land.59
 
It is important to note that this view of citizenship was one of political and social equality 
rather than one of the replacement of Indigenous customary practices and beliefs with 
those of the mainstream European-Christian community.  
 
The circumstances under which the term “assimilation” was adopted in the late 1930s, 
Rowley says, “may have been unfortunate”.60  According to Elkin, it was used to replace 
the earlier term “absorption” which saw the “Aboriginal problem” being resolved by “the 
disappearance of Aboriginal physical and cultural differences”.61  The proposal went 
further in Western Australia, where managed miscegenation between Europeans and 
people of Aboriginal descent was advocated.62  The Chief Protector in the Northern 
                                                 
58 Hasluck, Paul, “A National Problem”.  In Hasluck, Paul, Native Welfare in Australia, Perth: Paterson 
Brokensha, 1953, p. 6.  At the end of the quote, Hasluck is saying that unless Aborigines were assimilated 
into western society they would be perceived by non-Indigenous people to be firmly located in the 
Australian psyche as despised fringe-dwellers on the edge of the wider Australian community.    
 
59 McEwan (1939), op. cit., pp. 1-2.  The announcement of the “New Deal” is referred to in Chapter 2. 
 
60 Rowley, C.D., “Aborigines and Other Australians”. In Oceania, Vol. 32, No. 4, June 1962, p. 251. 
 
61 Ibid.  “Aboriginal problem”, as used here, is the author’s term. 
 
62 Neville, A.O.,  Australia’s Coloured Minority, Sydney: Currawong Publishing Co., 1947, pp. 57-58. 
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Territory, concerned about the size of the part-Aboriginal population there, also expressed 
an interest in such a doctrine. 
 
Absorption into European society was seen by some Aborigines as a means of uplifting 
and granting equality to the Indigenous community.  From the 1930s, the cultural and 
social assimilation of Indigenous people was among the demands of urban Aboriginal 
activists such as William Cooper, David Unaipon and Bill Ferguson, as well as European 
advocates of Indigenous rights.63  Those who saw assimilation as the answer to the 
suppression of the Indigenous community under the protection policies apparently gave 
no thought to the future of the cultures of Aborigines and Islanders, although the 
Australian Aborigines’ League saw a need to conserve “special features of Aboriginal 
culture”.64
 
As Minister for Territories, Paul Hasluck emphasised the need for the policy of 
assimilation to be pursued.  Following the Native Welfare Conference of 1951, he defined 
the policy in the terms of 
 
Assimilation means, in practical terms, that, in the course of time, it is expected 
that all persons of aboriginal blood or mixed blood in Australia will live like white 
Australians do.65   
 
Hasluck’s definition, while indicating that the assimilation policy was not anticipated to 
be successful in the short term, would suggest that Indigenous people were expected to 
eventually abandon their own culture in favour of that of the wider Australian society.  
Rowley points out that such a policy was based “on the enlightened assumption that there  
are no proven inherent differences in capacity between the races of mankind”.66  The  
 
                                                 
63 Broome, op. cit., pp. 170-171; Markus, op. cit., pp. 73, 41. 
 
64 Markus, op. cit., p. 37: The ultimate object of the Australian Aborigines’ League was to secure the 
uplift of Aborigines “to the full culture of the British race”, while conserving “special features of Aboriginal 
culture”. 
 
65 Hasluck, Paul, “The Native Welfare Conference, 1951”, speech to the House of Representatives, 18 
October, 1951.  In Hasluck (1953) op. cit., p. 16. 
 
66 Rowley (1962), p. 250.  Advocate groups supported the policy – see Victorian Aboriginal Group Fortieth 
and Final report and History 1971, p. 10. 
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creators of an assimilation policy, being of the dominant society, considered that the 
minority, in this case the Tiwi and other Indigenous Australians, will enjoy a better 
existence by adopting the lifestyle of that dominant society.  Mainstream Australia 
expected that “assimilation” would come about through the efforts of the Aborigines and 
Islanders alone.  There was little, if any, attempt on the part of non-Indigenes to ascertain 
whether the minority group had anything of value to contribute to Australian society as a 
whole or to really open welcoming arms to accept them into the majority culture. 
 
Hasluck made clear the difficulty involved in using “assimilation” for the government’s 
policy of social change.  Addressing the subject of the pattern of change within 
Indigenous society, the Minister declared that, although the policy of assimilation had 
been accepted formally, it was not “fully ingested intellectually” by all governments in 
Australia.67  It was, he continued, a statement of government intention and a declaration 
of hope.  While the policy determined the types of measures to be adopted by Native 
Affairs it did not “determine the outcome of these measures”.68
 
While Hasluck saw social change as inevitable for Aboriginal people, given their 
circumstances brought on by inter-cultural contact, he acknowledged that no social 
planner or public servant could control the rate and level of that change.  By 1958, 
Hasluck saw the term “assimilation” as “an inexact label” which “may be deteriorating 
into a jargon”.69  At the same time, he did not see the policy as one of cultural 
suppression.   
 
Being a Commonwealth Minister, in effect Hasluck could only pursue his ideal of 
assimilation in the Northern Territory.  The instrument designed to bring the policy to 
fruition there was the Northern Territory Welfare Ordinance 1953.  Its designated aim 
was to “provide for the care and assistance of certain persons”. 70  To avoid any 
                                                 
67 Hasluck Paul, “The Future of the Australian Aborigines”.  In Hasluck, (1953), op. cit., p. 55. 
 
68 Ibid, p. 57. 
 
69 Rowley (1962), op. cit, p. 251. 
 
70 Northern Territory Welfare Ordinance 1953.  Virtually all people of mixed descent in the Northern 
Territory were excluded from the provisions of the Ordinance.  “Sweeping Change In Policy On Natives”. 
In NTN, 22/2/1952.  The forthcoming policy was seen as possibly restricting the work of the missions, these 
being see in some quarters as having failed to assist the Aborigines towards assimilation.   
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accusations of discrimination, the legislation was carefully worded to avoid mention of 
the words “Aborigine” and “native”.  Instead the term “wards” was defined in such a way 
that only Aborigines of full descent could be determined to be wards. The new Director of 
Welfare was appointed guardian of the wards.  People of mixed descent were excluded 
from the restrictive regulations of the Ordinance.   
 
In commenting on the legislation, Rowley stated that “the frontier retained its profound 
influence on official thinking”.71  Certain of the provisions of the new law were 
restrictive, such as those concerning the marriage of a ward to a non-ward, areas which 
wards were prohibited from entering, and the consumption of alcohol by wards.72  The 
legislation passed through the Northern Territory Legislative Council in June 1953.73   
Due to the need for a Register of Wards to be compiled, this requiring a census of all 
Aborigines of full descent in the Northern Territory, this taking several years and lengthy 
patrols to accomplish.  Difficulties also occurred in the printing of the register.  As a 
result, the ordinance did not come into operation until 13 May 1957.74  The register, 
commonly called “the stud book”, and the associated legislation were not without 
complications, people who were excluded from the “blanket gazettal” of wards not being 
able to be declared wards unless they requested it.75  Although the register was not 
without its deficiencies – occasional duplication s of entries, variations in spellings, and 
errors about some Aborigines listed - it was, nevertheless, the first almost complete record 
of Indigenous people in the Northern Territory.  
 
                                                 
71 Rowley (1974 ), op. cit., p. 83.  An early casulty of the Welfare Ordinance was Frank Moy, who being 
unable to agree with Hasluck about an aspect of the wording of the bill, was transferred from the position of 
Director of Native Affairs.  See also, Department of Territories, Our Aborigines, Canberra: CGP, 1957,  
pp. 12-13. 
 
72 Evans, Ted, “The Mechanics of Change”.  In Nelen Yubu, Vol. 12, 1982, p. 8: The section relating to the 
marriages of wards and non-wards was successfully contested by the marriage of European drover Mick 
Daly to Gladys Namagu in 1959. 
 
73 Report of the Administrator of the Northern Territory, 1/7/52 - 30/6/1953, p. 24. 
 
74 Lockwood, Douglas, “15,211 natives in the north”.  In The Herald, Melbourne, 14/2/1957.  Difficulty 
was encountered by the Northern Territory Administration in recording and printing some of the names, 
including that of Ambrose Lilangpungarimi, a Tiwi, whose parents were Langkirauwuningumi and 
Pilapungitanu.  At least six traditional people, including Peter Athanasius Puruntatameri (known as Peter 
Australia), a Tiwi, were exempted from the ordinance and considered to be “citizens”.  NAA; F1/0, 63/393, 
“Application for Revocation of Declaration to be a Ward…”: (1) At least one other Tiwi man 
unsuccessfully applied for exemption; (2) Two other Tiwi are listed as “non-wards”. 
 
75 “‘Racial Arrogance’ By Minister Claimed”.  In NTN, 14/10/1958. 
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Most of the missions became increasingly dependent on government grants and subsidies 
for their development and operation.  Rowley suggests that they therefore came to see 
“assimilation as some kind of divine plan”.76  Catholic Missions, however, continued to 
rely to a large extent on Church funding, apart from a small amount of government 
funding such as Child Endowment payments and a few staff subsidies.  The attitude of 
Bishop O’Loughlin towards applying for government assistance for capital development 
is summed up by Colin Tatz: 
 
In many respects the Bishop considers himself a more independent agent than do 
other mission authorities.  In 1953 the system of capital subsidies was introduced 
and, excepting certain construction work at Daly River, the Bishop has steadfastly 
refused to accept capital assistance.  He is not prepared to furnish financial 
statements on mission activities, a Treasury requirement when subsidies are given.  
He considers his mission finances a private affair and that capital grants imply 
government control over a number of activities, unacceptable in principle to him 
especially as he is in fundamental disagreement with such Welfare Branch 
practices as communal dining rooms.77
 
While his attitude impeded development on his stations to some extent, the Bishop, along 
with other prominent Europeans, openly criticised the assimilation policy.78  Without an 
understanding of the policy, the Tiwi did not join in the criticism.79  In any case, no 
changes immediately occurred in the lives of the people as a result of the legislation. 
 
The policy of assimilation was the latest in a long list of government proposals, laws and 
practices imposed on the Indigenous community of the Northern Territory.  It supposedly 
                                                 
76 Rowley, C.D., Recovery, Ringwood: Penguin, 1986, p. 117.  One People, op. cit., p. 12, and Department 
of Territories, Assimilation of Our Aborigines, Canberra; CGP, 1958, p. 3: The Government saw the 
missions as important to the preparation of Aborigines for assimilation.   
 
77 Tatz, op. cit., pp. 51-52.  NAA: F1/0, 54/65, op. cit.  In 1951-52 the staff subsidies amounted to 500 
pounds for a nurse and a teacher.  NTAS: Series NTRS 281, Location No. 172/1/2, Dr. C.E. (Mick) Cook 
file, in 1955.  While Dr. J.T. Rayment advocated “communal messing on missions in the interest of 
adequate nutrition and hygienic feeding”, Cook opposed this as “another influence degrading Aborigines”. 
 
78 Tatz, op. cit., p. 50; Beckett, op cit., p. 10. 
 
79 No written or oral record has been located to indicate that any criticism came from the Tiwi.  This is 
understandable, given the level of education of the Islanders and the lack of consultation with Indigenous 
people at the time, and the lack of appreciation of politics and policies until education in this area 
commenced in the early 1960s.  
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offered Aborigines and Islanders a brighter future.  But in the 1950s, the situation was 
largely unchanged for the Tiwi.  In many ways the social and monetary circumstances of 
the Islanders were the same as they had been in 1945. 
 
The Local Reality - Settlement and Mission   
At the end of World War Two, apart from the facilities and equipment abandoned by the 
military, Snake Bay (Milikapiti) consisted virtually of a village and a market garden 
under the management of one European, Jack Murray.  For a time it did not have radio 
communication with the outside world.  Improvements to the station were part of wider 
plans to develop Melville Island, including Milikapiti, as a multi-purpose facility for 
Aborigines and part-Aborigines. 
 
In June 1945, Vin White had noted that development had been approved for Melville 
Island in the following areas: 
 
(1) Community farms etc. for half-castes; 
(2) Industries for Natives; 
(3) Corrective depots; 
(4) Haven for detribalised natives of the mainland.”80 
 
Such development was part of a wider plan to establish three existing settlements in the 
Territory as Community Centres and Training Establishments.81   
 
What evolved on Melville Island was far different from the approved plan, with mixed 
results for the Tiwi.  The development of farms for part-Aboriginal people and the 
movement of detribalised peoples from the mainland to Melville Island would have led to 
serious social consequences for the Tiwi, especially when the Land Rights (Northern 
Territory) Act 1975 came into power.  Neither of these proposals developed into reality.  
As it was, Snake Bay became a centre to which mainland Aborigines with a record of 
                                                 
80 NAA: F1/0, 1950/413, “NTA – Proposed Leprosarium Melville Island”, White for Acting Director of 
Native Affairs to Director of Native Affairs (in Canberra), 23/6/1945. 
 
81 Elkin, A.P., “Recent Development in Aboriginal Affairs”. In The Aborigines’ Protector, Vol. 2,  
No. 4, 1948, p.1.  These settlements would have been Snake Bay (Milikapiti), Delissaville and Jay Creek in 
Central Australia. 
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anti-social behaviour were removed from time to time.82  Until the late 1950s it was 
known as “the local Siberia”.83  The provision of health and education services were 
noted by Elkin as being urgently required in Aboriginal communities.84  Neither was 
provided at Milikapiti until the 1950s.85  In the meantime, some children from Milikapiti 
attended school at Nguiu, while from time to time patients were sent to Nguiu for 
treatment.86    
 
The disbanding of the Native Labour force by the military required the Native Affairs 
Branch to repatriate the Tiwi members of that unit to their islands.  In addition, approval 
had been given for the re-establishment of Milikapiti as a settlement.  Urgent action was 
essential to meet both of these commitments.87  Employment opportunities available at 
Milikapiti in 1945-1946 were confined mainly to gardening and, in June-July 1946, the 
clearing of a road between Milikapiti and Paru.88   
 
With the withdrawal of the Armed Services, surplus war-time assets were left in the 
islands.  The Administration saw the acquisition of those materials in the Snake Bay 
region especially, as a means of assisting the development of the Tiwi.89  Nguiu thus 
gained its first lighting plant, while military buildings of corrugated iron were dismantled 
                                                 
82 Anti-social here refers to the breaking of Northern Territory law and anti-community actions in 
Indigenous stations. 
 
83 Interview with an anonymous staff member of the Welfare Branch, 4/11/1964. 
 
84 Elkin (1948), op. cit., p. 4.  On occasions sick people were sent to Nguiu for treatment. Communication 
was another problem in the immediate post war period, with Snake Bay being without a radio transmitter 
when the military forces withdrew from the island.  On 30 April 1946, when Murray’s Aboriginal wife died 
at Milikapiti, Tiwi runners were despatched to Nguiu with a message to be sent to Darwin for a doctor to 
certify the death. 
 
85 NAA: F1, 1952/533 Part 1, “Snake Bay Settlement Policy and Development”, Acting Director of Native 
Affairs to Acting Housing Officer, 10/8/1954.  The school was nearing completion. Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (henceforth AIATSIS): Snake Bay (Milikapiti) Settlement 
Papers (henceforth SBSP) 1954 -1980, MS 1602/2 Item 13, SB 3.9, “Important Happenings” (henceforth 
SBIH), Part 1, November, 1956, p. 2.  An epidemic at Milikapiti showed that a hospital was required there. 
 
86 For instance, NMA:  Raymond Brown’s Card.  Raymond, a child, was sent to Nguiu from Milikapiti on 
12/6/1955, for treatment.  He died shortly after being admitted to the mission hospital. 
 
87 NAA: F1/0, 1949/114, op. cit., White to Acting Director of Native Affairs, 8/10/1945.   
 
88 Chief Welfare Officer E.C. Evan’s Diary.  As a Cadet Patrol Officer, Ted Evans worked on the road with 
a party of Tiwi and a few “incorrigibles” from about 1 June to 20 July 1946. 
 
89 Report of the Administrator of the Northern Territory, 1945-46, p. 26.  While Milikapiti, Garden Point 
and Nguiu benefited from the military material left on Melville Island, the Nguiu mission also made use of 
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and put to use for other purposes.  At Nguiu also, a village of corrugated iron sprang up 
along the beach at the front of the mission station.  Milikapiti now had an airstrip through 
the eventual transfer of the Air Force aerodrome to local use. 
 
It was difficult to discourage the Tiwi, especially those on Melville Island, from 
migrating, temporarily or permanently, to the mainland.  After World War Two, with the 
adventurous times it brought to many of the Islanders, the contact with many other 
language groups in the military camps on the mainland, and the regular, if small, cash 
income for many, and the better living conditions provided for those employed in the 
Armed Forces, life in the islands was somewhat dull.  In the post war years, employment 
in Darwin, on pearling luggers and fishing and coastal vessels or the Administration’s 
patrol boat, with buffalo and crocodile shooters, and on a few cattle stations offered a 
cash income.90  Absence from the islands in the cause of employment, however, 
frequently meant lengthy enforced separations of men from their families.  
 
Some Tiwi were not interested in regular work, sailing to the mainland to see relatives 
and other Tiwi people or just to savour the delights of a European town.  There could, 
however, be social disruptions for an Aboriginal minority, occurring through the illegal 
drinking of alcohol and, occasionally, methylated spirits, as well as prostitution and 
conflict with people from other language groups.91   
 
Milikapiti could not be developed without a steady labour force.  Since the re-
establishment of civil control at Milikapiti, 250 Aborigines had visited the settlement.  In 
1949, 185 people resided there.92  In a situation where the population of Melville Island 
                                                                                                                                                  
some of the smaller amount of equipment remaining on Bathurst Island and purchased Army huts from the 
mainland.  The mission also obtained an ex-army truck. 
 
90 Harney (1957), op. cit., p. 13: The wife of “a big shot” who did not pay “natives” she employed to do her 
housework complained that she could not get any “niggers” to do her laundry. 
 
91 Harney (1957), p. 18: “Taxi plonk” was sold through third parties, usually an Aboriginal agent for the 
European seller of the alcohol.  After handing over the money for the alcohol the purchaser was told where 
to pick up his or her purchase from where it was planted by the seller.  Opium ash was also purchased by 
Aborigines.  I have not heard, or seen any record, of Tiwi smoking opium.  
 
92 Ibid; NAA: F1/0, 1949/761, “Snake Bay, Melville Island, Timber Project”. 
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had been drained over the years through migration to the mainland, sawmilling and 
reafforestation were seen as providing the employment necessary to arrest that 
migration.93  On 27 July 1946, Harney commenced a sea patrol from Nguiu to Rapid 
Creek, north of Darwin, to identify the “drift lines” or canoe travel routes used by the 
Tiwi in their movements to and from the mainland.94  His recommendations on stopping 
the drift from the islands were not taken up.  
 
Despite the demand for Indigenous workers on the mainland, Harney, like other Native 
Affairs personnel, saw a need for the Tiwi to remain in their islands.  In this way they 
would not be exposed to the corruptive influences of Darwin.  Corruption could 
occasionally also occur in the islands.  The alleged theft of stores at Milikapiti in 1950 
introduced the magistrate’s court to the islands.  Adverse editorial comment followed: 
 
We feel, pretty sick, too!  Snake Bay is a penal settlement, controlled by Native 
Affairs.  But a few bob’s worth of stores are pinched, and the whole majesty of 
British Justice is invoked - even to the extent of flying at least five government 
employees 200 miles to constitute a court and mete out justice. - Editor.95
 
On at least one other occasion, in the early 1960s, an ad hoc magistrate’s court sat in 
Nguiu.96
 
In the 1940s and 1950s, however, possibly due to the spiritual influence of the 
missionaries, in the islands crime of a western nature was the exception rather than the 
rule.  During that period, the Tiwi from Milikapiti could receive Christian indoctrination  
only when they visited Nguiu.  The first Church service was conducted at Milikapiti in  
 
                                                 
93 NAA: F1/0, 1949/761, op. cit.; “Confident Timber Industry Can Be Developed - says Administrator”. In 
NS, 9/12/1949. 
 
94 Chief WelfareOfficer Ted Evan’s Diary, 1946.  Evans, as a Cadet Patrol Officer, was present in the 
islands at the time.  Harney used three canoes to conduct the patrol.  For a description of the patrol, see 
Harney, op. cit., pp. 76-102. 
 
95 “Justice is Served!”  In NS, 24/2/1950, p. 1; NAA: E72/2, DL1142, “Deputy Crown Solicitor.  Names: 
Laurence, Wilfred, Melon.”, undated handwritten report by Constable Greg Ryall and Magistrate’s finding, 
January, 1950.  The theft of food and tobacco, valued at four pound ten shillings, was reported by Patrol 
Officer Syd Kyle-Little. 
 
96 Personal observation. 
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about 1947.97  The second Mass was not celebrated there until 1959.98
 
By 1950, Catholic Missions set as its policy for Bathurst Island, the protection of the Tiwi 
from “detribalising influences outside the Reserve”, the provision of medical and 
maternity care, the education of the children, the development of farming, timber and 
building industries, the encouragement of the Tiwi to construct more suitable housing, 
and the allocation of garden areas and livestock to young married couples.  Overall, the 
policy was one of 
 
(encouraging) the building up of a self-contained community of aborigines who, 
without losing what is best in their old traditions, and without being uprooted from 
their tribal grounds, may as civilized Christians lead contented and industrious 
lives.99
 
This policy was to be amended by 1960 to one of seeking avenues of employment for the 
Tiwi and to ensure a level of education for all children and a health service for all 
Islanders.   
 
The approach to the Tiwi taken by mission staff on Catholic mission stations in the 
pursuit of this policy is illustrated by Brother John Pye: 
 
Systems used (included a) kindly relationship with the people; interest, helpful if 
possible, in their problems.  A lot of courage was called for by all of the staffs: 
stopping fights - supervising hygiene - disciplining children in spite of irate 
parents who did not believe in it.  Patience was used to a breaking point.  They 
had to learn to work and how it works. Work has never been a virtue with 
aboriginals, that is, work for work’s sake.  The main factor in winning them over 
                                                 
97 Interview with Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 29/6/1963.  Matthias accompanied Cuneo to Milikapiti, the 
journey being made by horseback.  Christian indoctrination was desirable but not compulsory for Milikapiti 
residents visiting Nguiu.  
 
98 NMA: Mission Diary, 5/7/1959.  The entry incorrectly states that this was the first service at Snake Bay. 
 
99 NAA: F1/0, 1949/322, op. cit., Moy, Review Report. Bathurst Island - Roman Catholic Mission., 
9/8/1950, p. 2. 
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would say, was being as far as possible one with them in everything.  Working, 
playing, praying, laughing and talking with them”.100
 
Pye’s statement draws attention to actions and views that were seen as normal by 
missionaries and government officers in the era before self-management.  Some actions 
can now be seen as interfering in traditional customs which were considered by the 
outside culture to be anti-social - fights and the non-chastisement of children by parents.  
There was also an ethnocentric view of the Indigenous attitude towards types of work that 
were foreign to Aborigines and Islanders.  The belief of the time was that Indigenous 
people who sought European goods must work for them, just as non-Aborigines must pay 
cash for the goods they desire.  Again, the policies of government and missions saw the 
European work ethic as essential to the entry of Aborigines and Islanders into Australian 
society.  By this time, as we have seen, a number of Tiwi were offering their labour to 
potential employers outside of the islands.  In the islands, if the people sought work to 
gain goods they were expected to work.  If not, they were free to continue a traditional 
lifestyle or to sit down and do nothing, although this was frowned on by the missionaries 
and government.101  In spite of this, life in the islands was usually one of a happy 
relationship between Tiwi and European.102  Verbal conflict between members of the 
Tiwi community and European staff was the exception rather than the norm.   
 
Lifestyle Changes  
Generally, the Tiwi accepted the approach of missionaries and government officers to 
carrying out the policy of social change.103  In the post-war years, the Islanders’ lifestyle 
was a mixture of traditional and introduced customs and beliefs.  While lap laps and 
nagas were still very much in use, some Islanders wore European clothing.  
 
                                                 
100 NMA: Pye, Brother John, “Founding and Early Days in the Top End Missions”.  Paper apparently given 
at the MSCs In Northern Territory Conference, Daly River, 25-29/8/1975 (sic). 
 
101 Occasionally a Tiwi man was happy to sit down and to expect others to feed him.  Men who returned 
from employment in Darwin often “rested” before offering their labour to the superintendent of the mission 
or settlement.  
 
102 Personal observations in the 1960s and early 1970s, and discussions with various Tiwi and with Ral 
Williams, former Manager of Milikapiti.  One or two incidents of physical violence between Tiwi and 
Europeans in the Islands occurred in later decades, and usually involved alcohol.  
 
103 Observations and discussions with Tiwi in the 1960s. 
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A sedentary lifestyle by most Tiwi meant that only a minority had constant contact with 
their respective “countries”.  The residents of Nguiu and Milikapiti lived on issued rations 
supplemented with traditional foods.104  The introduced diet would eventually contribute 
to the health problems of the Tiwi. 
 
At Milikapiti, the Melanesian style huts built in Gribble’s time gave way to iron 
dwellings.  Towards the end of the decade, a move was made to replace a few of these 
with timber cottages.  The Tiwi at Nguiu were accommodated in self-constructed 
dwellings of galvanised iron that replaced the bark shelters of old and the palm leaf huts 
of earlier mission days.  In the 1950s, families in one village occupied small timber 
cottages.  In another village, the mission laid out garden blocks with small houses as a 
step towards sedentary living.105  The programme failed, due to relatives sharing the 
houses of those occupying the blocks, the produce of the gardens being consumed by 
people other than the gardeners, and the gradual chopping away of the timber structure of 
the houses for use as firewood.106  Despite a lack of adequate facilities the Tiwi were 
always clean in appearance.   Nor did Nguiu and Milikapiti reach the situation described 
by Anna Haebich as “ongoing desperate conditions in Aboriginal communities”.107
 
Despite such adaptations by a few Tiwi, some aspects of western culture designed by the 
government and the mission to improve the individual’s life were occasionally not 
accepted by Tiwi families.  One of these was the fear of the unknown where 
hospitalisation was concerned.  Some Tiwi preferred to look after sick people in their 
village rather than leave them in hospital.   As a result, patients were occasionally taken 
from the hospital back to the village.  Movement to Darwin Hospital offered a bigger fear 
to some people.  On at least one occasion a sick person was taken to another island to 
avoid possibly being transferred to Darwin.108   
                                                 
104 Wilson, Winifred, Dietary Survey of Aboriginals in the Northern Territory, Commonwealth Department 
of Health, n.d. (1951), pp. 15-18, reports on the diet provided to children and pregnant women, and the 
scale of rations for workers and aged and infirmed persons at Nguiu. 
 
105 Cosgrove, (Father) John, “Housing on Bathurst Island From 1911 to 1960”, typescript, 1960,  
pp. 5-8. 
 
106 Ibid. 
 
107 Haebich, Anna, “Imagining Assimilation”. In AHS, No. 118, 2002, p. 61. 
 
108 NMA: Mission files.  Two such cases occurred in 1951 and 1953, with the sick person, in each instance, 
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Employment on the mission continued to be carried out in exchange for rations.  The 
tasks undertaken included domestic work, timber getting and sawmilling, crewing the 
mission lugger, building and working in the garden.  Wages were not paid by the mission 
until 1951, and even then, the amount the mission could afford to pay was minimal.  With 
restricted employment opportunities in the island, work on the mainland was still 
attractive.  Consumer goods, such as clothing, radios, house doors, bicycles, rifles and 
iron rods for fish spears, brought back to the islands by these workers were, in the main, 
soon distributed among members of the community, often through card games.109   
 
While Milikapiti had moved to a wages and rations system in the post war years, the 
community at Nguiu did not come into a local cash economy until 1951.  People working 
in Darwin tended to take little cash back to the islands, their wages being expended on the 
mainland through purchases, gambling and traditional sharing practices.110  A limited 
range of goods had been available to the residents of Milikapiti for several years.111  
Nevertheless, the people travelled to Darwin to make greater purchases.  In 1951, a proper 
trade store or canteen was opened at Milikapiti in an attempt to stop this movement.112  
The recognition of a need for a similar facility at Nguiu co-incided with arrangements by 
the Administration for a portion of the wages of Tiwi employed by the Armed Forces in 
Darwin to be withheld for payment back in Nguiu.113  It was proposed that this scheme 
would be extended to Islanders engaged in other forms of employment in Darwin.114  In 
the same year, for the first time, those Tiwi in contact with the mission were being paid a 
small cash wage together with rations for their work.  The former system in which hunters 
                                                                                                                                                  
dying with his family.  Personal observation, 1960: People complained about the transfer of an old man 
from Nguiu to Darwin Hospital as he was visibly frightened by the prospect.  The people considered that 
the man should be allowed to remain at Nguiu and sit in the wind, which would cure him. 
 
109 Personal observation:  Such practices were still in operation in 1960. 
 
110 NAA: F1/0, 1949/332, op. cit., Director of Native Affairs to Patrol Officer Evans, 2/5/1950, refers to the 
earnings of the Tiwi being “generally fritted away” in Darwin. 
 
111 The earliest reference located to such sales at Milikapiti is November 1948, although it was  
apparently established prior to this.  See NAA: F1/0, 52/473, “Canteen Snake Bay”, Director of Native 
Affairs to Superintendent, Snake Bay, 23/11/1948. 
 
112 Ibid, 2/4/1951. 
 
113 NAA: F1/0, 1949/332, Director to Evans, op. cit.  
 
114 Ibid. 
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and artifact-makers bartered their wares for food and tobacco was also replaced by cash 
payments.115  
 
The change in recompense for labour and exchange came at a time when the Director of 
Native Affairs could report that the efforts of the mission had “…gradually and without 
hurt, introduced the aborigines to a new way of life.  To a large extent the aborigine has 
forsaken his nomadic habits for a village mode of existence”.116
 
This trend towards a new lifestyle among the Tiwi, continued the Director, called for an 
emphasis on the economic development of Bathurst Island.  Yet, to some extent 
westernisation was not pursued.  The wearing of anything except laps laps or skirts and 
nagas (loin cloths) was discouraged, although European clothing was often worn by those 
attending Church on Sundays.  To ensure the continued ability to access the customary 
natural foods of the islands, the people were encouraged to return to their traditional 
“countries” for a “bush holiday” during June and July of each year.117
 
In some respects, the communities at Nguiu and Milikapiti faced different circumstances.  
The idea of “bush-time”, seen by the missionaries to be important to the Tiwi culture, was 
not followed at Milikapiti.  Nor were those at Milikapiti discouraged from wearing 
European clothing, although a number wore only lap laps and nagas.  
 
The people at Milikapiti were witnesses, too, to difficulties confronting the operation of a 
timber-based economy.  At the end of 1949, the Administrator complained that the project 
was costing “a few thousand pounds” without any timber being produced.118  Despite a 
statement from the Administrator that he wanted the project to commence functioning as 
soon as possible, due to breakdowns and a lack of essential equipment, the sawmill 
                                                 
115 NAA: F1/0, 1949/332, op. cit.  The Tiwi traded such items as crabs, crocodile skins, mats, baskets, 
spears, and fancy work.  Work for the mission was limited mainly to timber-getting and sawing, gardening 
and domestic duties.  Nguiu, despite its poor soil by then, boasted coconut and mango plantations and a 
large market garden.  Milikapiti, too, had a market garden. 
 
116 NAA: F1/0, 1949/332, Review Report. Bathurst Island - Roman Catholic Mission, op. cit., p. 2. 
 
117 Ibid, pp. 2, 4.   
 
118 NAA: F1/0, 1949/4631, “Snake Bay, Melville Island, Timber Project”, Administrator to Government 
Secretary, December 1949. 
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operated only spasmodically for several years.119  Such was the situation that in 1951, 
Catholic Missions were approached to take over the operation of Milikapiti and the 
beleaguered timber project.120  The request was declined by Bishop O’Loughlin due to 
staffing difficulties.121   
 
A continuing strong point in the Tiwi identity was the use of the vernacular.  In 1949, 
Elkin was able to state that, while some success had been achieved in the reading and 
writing of English in the school at Nguiu, the greater part of the tribal life was not 
conducted in English.122  While changes came into the language through contact with 
outside cultures, the vernacular remained an important aspect of the Tiwi cosmos. 
 
In the post war era, then, continuity and change occurred in the Tiwi world.  While 
continuity was evident in a number of cultural areas, the war had brought some changes 
to the Tiwi Islands, including galvanised and timber dwellings and the availability of 
more European goods than previously known.  While gambling was not a traditional 
method of circulating material wealth it was a new method of community sharing.  The 
traditional context of several rituals varied slightly through the introduction of new 
objects.  European trade goods now replaced customary items previously used in the 
exchange system in the Pukumani ritual, that is payment for labour or artistic ability and 
performance.  Also, as will be shown, where applicable the modern clothing of deceased 
persons was destroyed instead of the traditional possessions as in the past. 
 
Tensions and Aggression 
Despite their contact with missionaries and government officers, the Tiwi maintained 
much of their customary behaviour.  This included accusations, arguments and aggression 
over deaths and marriages.   In artificial residential circumstances wherein large numbers 
                                                 
119 Ibid, Acting Chief Clerk, Native Affairs Branch (henceforth NAB), to Director of Native Affairs, 
28/12/1951; F1/0, 53/345, “Snake Bay, Melville Island, Timber Project”, Acting Director of Native   
Affairs to Transport Officer, 19/9/1954. 
 
120 NAA: F1/0, 1949/761, op. cit., Acting Chief Clerk, NAB, to Acting Director, Native Affairs, 
28/12/1951.  
 
121 NAA: F1/0, 345, op. cit., Administrator to Secretary DoI, 28/9/1953. 
 
122 Elkin, A.P., “Education in Aboriginal Australia”.  In Proceedings of the Seventh Pacific Science 
Congress of the Pacific Science Association, Vol. 7, Christchurch: The Pegasus Press, 1953, p. 589. 
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of Tiwi lived close to each other such incidents became more pronounced and could 
involve more people.  
 
On a number of occasions, fist fighting, introduced by Father McGrath, replaced 
traditional clashes with weapons around the mission station.  Australian Rules Football 
competitions, initiated by Brother Pye towards the end of World War Two, temporarily 
took social problems from the minds of the players and viewers.123   
 
Although violence was reduced by the presence of the mission, occasional killings, 
aggression and accusations remained part of the Islanders’ behaviour and social world.  
At times, debate over deaths continued for long periods.  Since only the young and the 
elderly were held to die naturally, the implication in other incidents of male deaths was 
that the deceased had died from “poison” (mapurtiti) deliberately administered to him.  
The concept of such a method of killing had been introduced to the Tiwi by the Iwaidja 
who worked for Joe Cooper.124  The nature of the substance supposedly used in alleged 
instances of “poisoning” was never discussed, being a mystery to the Islanders.  Suspicion 
of a “poisoning” resulted from deaths in a variety of circumstances. 
 
An incident of an alleged “poisoning” involved a man who had speared another man in a 
fight prior to 1942, and had died himself during the war.  In about 1951, a clansman of the 
spearing victim was accused of “poisoning” the spearer.125   
 
Suspicion of adultery could also eventually lead to an allegation of “poison”.  During 
World War Two, following an accusation of adultery, the husband of the woman involved 
told his totemic brothers to kill her alleged lover.  When the latter died in 1948, he was 
considered to have been “poisoned”, but the guilty person was not identified.126
                                                 
123 Brother John Pye was appointed to Nguiu in 1944, having visited the mission briefly in 1941.  The 
casual kicking of a football made of a bundle of rags had commenced in the 1930s. 
 
124 Morris (2001), op. cit., p. 22.  No incident of a woman being allegedly “poisoned” has been located.  
Anthropologists refer to this method of killing as sorcery. 
 
125 Pilling (1957), op. cit., pp. 350-351. 
 
126 Ibid, p. 354; NMA: Nguiu genealogical records; Communication with the Tiwi land Council, 20/9/2002.  
The man who died in 1948 was Monday Tipuamantumirri.  White, Barry, “Preserving Tiwi Traditions”.  In 
The Australian Way, Qantas Inflight Magazine, October 1996, p. 108: When Monday died, the day of the 
same name was changed to “Washing Day” to meet Pukumani taboo requirements. 
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A more complicated and tragic incident took place in 1949.  It also involved the last death 
in a Tiwi inter-clan fight, and followed a sequence of events that began with the discovery 
of the body of a Tiwi man in Darwin Harbour on 9 September 1948.   
 
Evidence was given to indicate that the man, Snodger Kerinaiua, had fallen into the 
harbour while under the influence of alcohol.127  Initially at Bagot Settlement, in Darwin, 
and then in the Tiwi Islands, men of totemic clans associated with that of the deceased 
accused two Islanders, Paul Kerinaiua and Augustine Tipungwuti, of somehow causing 
the death. When an elder, Temalarua Pilakui, the totemic “father” of Paul and Augustine, 
died in the islands on 25 May 1949, his demise was seen to be associated with that of 
Snodger.  Accusations of “poisoning” Temalarua were made against two other men, Paw 
Paw and Cabbagie (Cabbage) Puruntatameri, leading to arguments and violence.  
Patrilineal territorial bands, as well as matrilineal totemic clans, were represented in the 
conflict.  
 
In late October 1949, a measles epidemic struck the area of the mission.  On 27 October, 
members of one of the clans were at Nguiu when members of an opposing clan arrived, 
seeking medicine.  Consequently, fighting broke out around the station, the opponents 
being armed with throwing sticks (kirlimurrupunga).  A young married non-combatant, 
Emmanuel Puruntatameri, a relative of Cabbagie’s, was mortally wounded in the 
fighting.128  Several years later, on 2 June 1953, a Tiwi man brought news from Darwin 
that claimed that Snodger Kerinaiua had been killed in a drunken fight with three 
mainland Aborigines on a Darwin wharf.  Although fresh accusations were made about 
the “poisoning” of Temalarua, by July 1953, apologies were made about the earlier 
allegations over the death of Snodger and, later, those made about Temalarua’s death.129  
 
The death of Emmanuel Puruntatameri was the last killing in an inter-clan fight.  His 
demise at the age of 19 years, and a police investigation which led to the charging of one 
                                                 
127 NTAS: Commissioner of Police, F77, Correspondence files, annual single number series 1935-1959. 
175/48, “Aboriginal Snodger”, 1948. 
 
128 NAA: F1/0, 1949/332, op. cit., Superintendent, Bathurst Island, to Director, Native Affairs, 27/10/1949”: 
Conflict had lasted on and off for six months. 
 
129 Pilling, op cit., pp. 338-342; Interview with Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 29/6/1963; Nguiu Church Deaths 
Register, entries 218 and 221. 
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man appears to have had a sobering effect on the community.130  A decision by the Tiwi 
that any future clan fights should be restricted to injuries, not deaths, brought the custom 
of feud killings to an end.   
 
On at least one occasion violence led to a change in patrilineal band residence.  In 1949 or 
thereabouts, Benedict Munkara, of the Tikalauila (Jikilawila) band, stabbed and wounded 
a clan mother, Vera Tipungwuti, in a dispute over tobacco.  Vera was in patrilocal 
residence.  In reprisal for Benedict’s action, Vera’s husband, Billy Tipungwuti, also of the 
Tikalauila (Jikilawila) band, shifted his family from the camp of his “countrymen” to that 
the neighbouring Urangkuwila (Wurankuwila) band.  He did not return to his original 
camp.131
 
Continuing contact with European society did not stop the application of some customary 
behaviour to situations that arose in the islands or on the mainland.  Traditional practices 
remained intact in the case of tragedies and even personal anger.  The deaths of wives and 
other relatives, for instance, resulted, from time to time, in threats of physical killing or 
“growling” (verbal abuse) aimed at a family member.  The relative could be considered 
not to have cared for the deceased person properly, leading to the death.  There is, 
however, no record of an actual killing resulting from such a threat, at least after World 
War Two.   
 
An example of “growling” occurred in late 1952, following the drowning of a woman 
named Pungeramilla in a canoeing accident.  Her paternal half-brother, Matthias 
Ulungura, was working in Darwin at the time.  Upon his return to Nguiu he was verbally 
abused by Pungaramilla’s son, Timothy Puruntatameri, who somehow considered that his 
uncle was responsible for his mother’s death.132  
 
A similar, but more frightening, experience affected Len Puruntatameri following the 
death of his wife, Betsy Timiirtiamatu, in Darwin Hospital in 1954.  When Len, who was 
                                                 
130 “Native Charged with Murder’”, In Northern Standard., 4/11/1949. 
 
131 Pilling, op. cit., p. 359.  Babui, Esther, History of Bathurst Island People, Nguiu: Nguiu Nginingawila 
Literature Production Centre Inc. (henceforth NNLPC), 1983. 
 
132 Interview with Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 26/5/1963; NMA: Pungeramilla Puruntatameri’s card; Nguiu 
Church Deaths Register entries 258 and 259. 
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in Darwin when his wife died, returned to Nguiu, a mob threatened to “kill him dead” 
because of Betsy’s death.133   
 
A more immediate and realistic threat occurred in 1954, when Billy Pillingaureyna, an 
intellectually handicapped man, speared his aunt, in Paru, for no known reason.  Although 
the Tiwi threatened to spear Billy in retaliation, the mission superintendent persuaded 
them to wait.  Billy was flown to Darwin and then institutionalised in hospitals in 
Adelaide until about 1970.134  
 
By contrast, the injuring of several women, on the same day, at Panarli during the war 
years, for no apparent reason but anger on the part of the aggressor, did not attract 
revenge of any kind.  In the view of the Tiwi, Mickey Aruni speared the women for no 
motive of revenge or retaliation, but simply because “him wild” (angry for some 
reason).135  
 
Real and perceived incidents of personal injustice or insult did, and can, result in threats 
of direct and supernatural revenge.  In the late 1950s, Mick Jibiu Liddy, who was part of a 
group of hunters who caught a turtle, missed his share of the meat.  He angrily told the 
people who were eating the meat in Paru, “you all gonna die”.136  He could well have 
called upon Pumerali, the lightning spirit, to strike dead those considered wrongdoers, as 
Bismark Kerinaiua did in seeking revenge against Peter, another Tiwi, who won a lot of 
money off him in card games on the mainland in the immediate post war period.  Peter 
was considered to have mapurtiti or devil blood which made him clever at playing cards.  
Bismark, it was said, called on Pumerali to punish him.  Lightning struck a tent in the 
Koolpinyah compound, in which Peter and other Aborigines were playing cards. Peter  
 
                                                 
133 NMA: Betsy Timirtiamatu’s card, 5/7/1965; Genealogical records; Nguiu Church Deaths Register, entry 
283. 
 
134 Interview with Bismark Kerinaiua, Nguiu, 19/6/1963; NMR: Mission notes and correspondence, 1962; 
Polly Tutingeramyu’s and Billy Pillingaureyna’s cards, 8/5/1963 and 19/6/1963. The author played a small 
part in Billy’s return to the islands in about 1970. 
 
135 Interview with Topsy Piantiringilla and Joan Puruntatameri, Nguiu, 12/8/1964. 
 
136 Interview with Michael Tipungwuti, Nguiu, 18/11/1963. 
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died, apparently as a consequence of the lightning strike.137  
 
The change brought to the customary marriage system by the mission took many years to 
spread throughout the Tiwi community.  Promised marriages, the stealing of women and 
arguments over unions that conflicted with the will of elders, remained as part of the 
Islanders’ lifestyle.  Joan Tipakalippa, from Munupi, was promised to an old man who 
passed away.  During World War Two, Justin Puruntatameri, a “countryman” of Joan’s, 
showed an interest in her, although he was promised to Monica Johnson, of the Turupula 
(Jurrupula) band.  “He loved her (Joan) best”.138  Joan persuaded Monica to give up Justin 
in her favour, saying “My countryman.  I want to marry him. Ngiya (Me) countryman, he 
belong to me”.139  Justin and Joan were wed at Nguiu on 11 September 1944, after which 
they travelled by canoe to Garden Point (Pirlangimpi), in Munupi.140  There, an argument 
broke out between their respective families and supporters of each family over the 
union.141  Joan’s father, Tipiluiae, castigated his daughter for her action and declared 
“Him ( i.e., row) finished”.142
 
Although 148 Tiwi couples were registered as being formally married by the end of 1959, 
polygamy continued to be practised while the older people remained alive.143  Occasional 
abductions of women for marriage still occurred in the early 1950s.144  A classic example 
of abduction concerned Mary Ampilwamatu, who was promised to Irakatuae Tipakalippa.  
In the second part of the 1930s, Irakatuae gave Mary to Albert Alipati Porkilari, a 
widower.  In about early 1939, they were living in Darwin.  Mary alleged that “he 
                                                 
137 Interview with Alan Kerinaiua, Nguiu, 17/4/1964; Harney (1957), op. cit., p. 83.  Mapurtiti has also been 
rendered as mopaditti, and Pumerali as Bumerali. 
 
138 Interview with Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, 5/3/1965. 
 
139 Ibid; interview with Joan Puruntatameri, Nguiu, 11/8/1964. 
 
140 Nguiu Church Marriage Register, entry 67. 
 
141 In her interview, Joan Puruntatameri, 11/8/1964, stated that there was a fight over the marriage.  In her 
interview, Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, 5/3/1965, said that there was an argument but no actual fight.  
 
142 Interview with Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, Nguiu, 5/3/1965 gave Tipiluiae or Tipualae as Joan’s 
father. 
 
143 This figure does not include non-Christian couples who were married by a priest but whose unions were 
not entered in the Church register.  From 1939, such weddings were registered.  ABC Radio, 13/7/1960, 
Talk by Professor A.P. Elkin, Polygamy is developed (established) on Bathurst Island and in Arnhem Land. 
 
144 Tiwi people referred to such abductions as “pinching”, “stealing” or “thieving”. 
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(Alipati) no more feed me tucker - make me sick”.145  Mary was “stolen” from Albert by 
July Kerinaiua.  She fared no better with July, who beat her and sold her to European men 
for sexual services.  Back in the islands she was abducted again, this time by Jack Junior  
Tipungwuti, with whom she stayed until her death in 1959.146  In late 1956, Albert 
approached Father Cosgrove with a new consort, Polly Tipperkupatu, requesting him to 
marry them.  As Mary, Albert’s former spouse, was still alive, Cosgrove had doubts about 
a formal ceremony.  As an alternative, he shook hands with them in front of a gathered 
crowd.147   
 
Disputes over marriages and desired women, involving “growlings”, elopements and fist 
fights, formed part of the Tiwi world throughout the 1950s and beyond.  Upon occasions, 
from at least World War Two, mainland spouses were taken by Tiwi men and women.  
Some Islanders settled on the mainland with their new partners.  A number of these 
unions ended in failure.  The taking of non-Tiwi spouses indicated a change from the 
traditional system wherein, apart from a small number of women taken from the mainland 
in the nineteenth century, marriages occurred between Tiwi partners only.148   
 
The practice of “purchasing” promised girls reappeared in 1952, 1957 and 1959.  In the 
first two instances transactions occurred where the mission paid for infant girls to avoid 
their future marriages to elderly men.149  In 1959, another elderly man agreed to “sell” his 
nine year old promised wife to the mission in exchange for $50 paid by the 
government.150  In 1960, while the promised husband was working on the mainland, the 
girl was taken from Paru, where she lived, to Nguiu.  Upon his return to Paru, the  
 
                                                 
145 NMA: Mary Ampiluamatu’s card, 8/7/1965. 
 
146 Ibid, 5/5/1963 and  8/7/1965; Nguiu genealogical records; Nguiu Church Deaths Register, entry 382.  
While Jack had only one wife, Mary, Albert had, at various times, three other wives.  July had two other 
spouses in earlier times. 
 
147 NMA: Polly Tipperkupatu’s card, 8/5/1963.   
 
148 Morris (1999), op. cit., pp. 101-104, describes the seizure of women from the mainland. 
 
149 NMA: Cardo Kerinaiua’s card, 4/5/1964; Marylin May Wommatakimi’s card, July, 1960, 18/7/1964 and 
5/7/1965; Genealogical records, 1964.  One of the girls died in 1960, on her third birthday. 
 
150 NMA: Una Kerinaiua’s card, 1/6/1965; interview with Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 11/5/1963. 
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promised husband expressed anger at the girl being on the mission.151   
 
Not only was the future of young girls and infants settled through the intervention of the 
mission.  A widow was able to marry the man of her own choice, rather than the man she 
was directed to wed by her relatives, when the mission paid one pound to settle the 
argument in 1952.152  The mission’s approach was not always successful.  In about 1950, 
the mission failed to gain the right to a girl of about 15 years who had been given to a 
man who was already practising polygamy.153  
 
While the mission had a policy of encouraging monogamy rather than polygamy, the 
practice remained one of tolerating the existing multi-wife unions among older Tiwi, 
while declining to accept members of such marriages as voluntary candidates for baptism 
unless they agreed to leave such a union.  A similar situation existed on other missions, 
such as Oenpelli and Warrawi (Goulburn Island), where men were permitted to take only 
one wife despite their possessing additional wives-to-be under the customary “promise” 
system.154  While this can be seen as a factor in a number of unmarried girls giving birth 
to children in Western Arnhem Land in the 1950s, such an occurrence was the exception 
rather than the rule in the islands.155  In what can be seen as a lack of respect for tribal 
customs, the Northern Territory Administration ruled, in 1961, that offspring of all tribal 
marriages in the Territory were illegitimate, “presumably because such marriages have no 
legal standing there”.156  This was not the view taken by the missionaries at Nguiu.157
 
At times, older girls refused to go to their promised husbands when the time came to do 
so.  In about 1951, when she was aged about ten years, a girl physically fought off her 
                                                 
151 Interview with Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 11/5/1963.  In 1961, this girl, suffering from Hansen’s 
Disease, was transferred to East Arm Leprosarium. 
 
152 NMA: Lucy Pupajua’s card, 12/5/1963; interview with Alan Pupajua, Nguiu, 1964. 
 
153 NMA: Gladys Tipiatilla’s card; Genealogical records. 
 
154 Berndt, C.H., op cit., p. 26.  
 
155 MP, demographic and genealogical papers, op cit. 
 
156 Berndt, C.H., op cit., p. 26, citing a report in the West Australian, 8/6/1961.  
 
157 Personal observation, 1960-1965. 
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husband to be, her grandfather’s brother.158  While conflict could still occasionally occur 
over marriages, several other traditional customs were now seen by the Tiwi to be 
inappropriate. 
 
Although Jane Goodale wrote, in 1974, that “some Tiwi women, (sic) practice (sic) 
abortion, and all women past puberty know the methods”, infanticide and invalidicide 
became customs of the past by 1953, such acts now being seen as “crimes” by the Tiwi. 
159  The last reported case of invalidicide took place in 1946, while in the following year a 
failed attempt was made to follow the custom of burying alive one of a set of twin 
babies.160  This was not to be the end of such practices.  Following an unsuccessful 
attempt by an unwed girl to abort her child in about 1953, the baby, when born, was 
strangled to death by its mother and grandmother.161  Such action was not accepted by all 
of the Tiwi.  By this time, at least one couple had given birth to twins without any thought 
of harming them.162  Thus, a changed lifestyle was gradually being accepted across the 
islands.  
 
While the Tiwi persisted in the continuation of some customs, long term changes were 
inevitable as the Tiwi accepted the European influences that were now part of their lives.  
The challenge of their new circumstances in the period after World War Two was one of 
how far cultural modification would be experienced in their society and how far it would 
affect those aspects of the traditional culture that had not yet been radically changed or 
abandoned. 
 
 
                                                 
158 NMA: Maria Yemma Liddy’s card, 5/5/1963; Nguiu genealogical records; Nguiu Church Marriage 
Register, entry 160. 
 
159 Goodale, op. cit., p. 145; Worms, op. cit., p. 168.  The number of children born on the mission would 
suggest that the practice of abortion was rare, if used at all, at Nguiu in the 1950s and 1960s.  Infanticide 
occurred on the mainland.  See SBSP, MS 1602/2, Item 14,“Important Happenings, Northern Territory 
Administration (henceforth IHNTA), October-November, 1959”, p. 7:  In the Tennant Creek Coroner’s 
Court, Dulcie Dumaia was committed for trial for the murder of her grand-daughter, aged about two weeks.  
The infant was allegedly killed because her mother, aged 11 years, was too young to feed her. 
 
160 Pilling (1957) op. cit., p. 166.  Morris (2001), op. cit., p. 89, refers to the burial of a woman in about 
1910. 
 
161 Pilling, op. cit., p. 166. 
 
162 NMA: Genealogical records.  The same couple gave birth to a second set of twins in 1956. 
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Modification of Life Crisis Rituals   
Reporting on Nguiu in 1950, the Director of Native Affairs commented that “there is no 
apparent interference with the native population should they wish to indulge in their own 
ceremonies”.163   This view resulted from periodic visits to the island by government 
officers. 
 
The Director’s comment did not, for one thing, take into account the slow demise of the 
initiation process among the Tiwi due to a growing number of children attending boarding 
school at Nguiu, and, from the 1930s, applications for baptism.  As a sedentary lifestyle 
became a reality for the Tiwi, a process of cultural substitution took place, with 417 
christenings taking place up to the end of 1959.  Of this number, 52 candidates were of an 
age where they could have been initiated at some stage prior to being baptised.164  Since a 
number of these were females they were, in the main, probably not initiated, as they were 
resident in the mission dormitory for at least part of their early teenage years. 
 
Although initiations took place at Milikapiti from time to time, with all children resident 
at Nguiu attending school there, such ceremonies were quickly becoming a  
memory there.  In 1954, the initiation of Mick Jibiu Liddy at Paru was possibly the last 
such ceremony for a young man in the environs of the mission station.165    
 
Oral history indicates that for some missionaries, the customary mortuary rituals of the 
Tiwi were not considered “the best of their old traditions”.166  Father McGrath chose the 
mortuary ritual for Joseph Mungarintumi to tell the people that the Pukumani was 
finished.167  Although some Tiwi did agree not to perform the ritual any more, others 
were not prepared to put aside the Pukumani in the name of Christianity and 
                                                 
163 NAA: F1/0, 1949/332, Moy, op. cit., p. 5. 
 
164 Nguiu Church Baptismal Register.  The 417 christenings excluded those performed in periculo mortis by 
a religious or by a Tiwi person. 
 
165 NMA: Mick Jibiu Liddy’s card, 5/4/1964.   
 
166 See page 194 and footnote 99, this thesis. 
 
167 Interview with Rita Kirridaudimo Warlapiinni, Nguiu, 29/6/1965.  The incident occurred immediately 
prior to or during World War Two.  Father John McGrath is fondly remembered by the older Tiwi people.  
When he died in Sydney in 1982, he was buried at Nguiu. 
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Westernisation.168  Just as the marriage system of the Tiwi was altered by the use of trade 
goods, so too, on at least one occasion food was used by the priest in an attempt to bring 
about an end to the Pukumani.  The offering of food to the family of Putjitimo Kerinaiua 
not to conduct a mortuary ceremony for her in 1941 was successful.169  The mission ban 
on the ritual continued in the 1950s, and was followed by some Christian Islanders.  Thus, 
when Maroalo Pereauuntimirri died on Melville Island in 1954, the Tiwi present 
conducted a prayer service at her burial, and no Pukumani followed.170   
 
Charles Mountford recounts an incident in which, in 1954, the Tiwi were distressed when 
an old woman named Makapini was baptised, apparently in danger of death, and buried 
by a priest at Nguiu.  The Islanders were upset, according to Mountford, because the 
woman had not accepted Christianity, and, with the banning of the Pukumani on the 
mission station, her spirit could not be released into the next world of the Tiwi.  A 
modified ritual called Aramatruninipungari was performed on Melville Island to allow 
her spirit to leave this earth.171
 
Those Islanders away from the mission continued to carry out the law of Purukupali 
(Purrukupali) that the mortuary rite had to be conducted when each person died.  At 
Milikapiti, customary ceremonies were not banned.172  The acceptance of traditional rites 
and practices throughout the Northern Territory by the Administration and some 
missionaries was to continue despite the official policy of assimilation.  
 
By 1960, with a change in mission superintendents, the Pukumani was being openly 
performed around the mission again.  When considered in the light of changes to the 
                                                 
168 For instances of Pukumani being performed at Milikapiti, see Ewers, John K., “Pukumani”. In 
Walkabout, 1/6/1948,  pp. 29-34; Simpson, Colin, Adam In Ochre, Sydney: AR, 1956, pp. 149-155; 
Douglas, Justice William O., “Jiberabu”. In Collier’s for November 26, 1954, pp. 28-31.  
 
169 Interview with Eileen Kerinaiua, through Michael Tipungwuti, Nguiu, 17/6/1965.  Putjitimo died at Paru 
on 18 August 1941. 
 
170 Interview with Matthew Tipungwuti, Nguiu, 14/5/1966; NMA: Maroalo Pereauuntimirri’s card, 
5/5/1963. 
 
171 Mountford, op. cit., p. 79. Nguiu Church Baptism and Deaths Registers do not identify “Makapini”, 
although there were four elderly ladies baptised in periculo mortis in 1954.  Tiwi informants, 5/11/1964, 
stated that Mountford’s Makapini was probably Mititikinni.  An Aramatruninipungari was usually 
performed when an Islander was lost at sea and the body not recovered. 
 
172 See, for instance, Ewers, op. cit. 
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marriage and initiation systems, such a revival was evidence that of all the life crisis 
rituals this was the most central to their being. 
 
As mentioned earlier, one ritual carried on during the ban on the Pukumani, and which 
involved cultural modification, was the destruction of the clothing of deceased people.  
The son cannot wear the clothes of his late father, “because maybe he get same sickness 
as father and die.  People might give him trouble and fight him”.173  After being cleansed 
by smoke, the clothing is usually given to the totemic brother-in-law of the deceased.  He 
can wear these or arrange for their ritual destruction.  The clothes can be burned (“burn 
him up”) in a hole in the ground which is then covered up.  Singing accompanies the 
ritual. 174  In 1954, for instance, this ceremony was carried out at Paru, the clothing of a 
man who died at Milikapiti being burnt.175  Another form of destruction is by their being 
thrown into the sea from a canoe, as occurred in 1954 when a man passed away in 
Darwin.176  Like the Pukumani, the destruction of the clothing of deceased Tiwi 
endured.177  The mortuary rituals continued to identify the Tiwi as a culturally distinct 
people.   
 
In the area of personal nomenclature, however, the identity of the Tiwi was undergoing 
further modifications.  Through a process of imposed or adopted family names, by the 
mid 1950s one could infer that there had been a change in the Islanders’ identity.  
Traditionally, each Tiwi person had a multiplicity of names that could be bestowed on 
them as children by any of their natural and classificatory fathers, their mothers’ brothers, 
and members of their matrilineal totemic clans.178 Names could also be given by the 
mother’s mother of the child, but not by the mother herself.  The giving of an identical 
name to one child was not permitted, resulting in much thought being given before a 
name was bestowed.  An Islander could therefore have between three and six names, all 
of which became taboo upon the death of the owner.  Similarly, the death of a father 
                                                 
173 Interview with Michael and Josie Tipungwuti, Nguiu, 6/4/1965. 
 
174 NMA: Nipper Telaeua’s card, 5/5/1963. 
 
175 NMA: Cardo Kerinaiua’s card, 4/5/1964. 
 
176 Interview with Isadore Fernando, Paru, 7/3/1964. 
 
177 See Lee (1993), op. cit, p. 117. 
   
178 Not all of these relatives took advantage of their right of bestowal. 
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rendered taboo the names he had bestowed upon his children.  Contact with 
representatives of other cultures gradually brought about widespread use of European 
names rather than Tiwi ones, although the customary bestowing of island names 
continued. 
 
As stated previously, the appearance of European names among the Tiwi had its origin in 
the adopting of the names of buffalo shooters and timber getters by a few men in the early 
part of the twentieth century.  Others received Spanish names or the names of fruits or 
vegetables from Bishop Gsell’s Filipino assistants.179   
 
In later years, a few men who worked on the mainland took on the names of their 
employers or non-Tiwi friends, and in one case, the name of a vessel upon which Tiwi 
were employed.  In one or two instances, brothers took on different European surnames.  
Where multiple use was made of European proper names, differencing titles were 
imposed upon them by Europeans, sometimes due to their physical appearance.  Thus, 
members of the Tiwi community bore names such as Long Cardo and Short Cardo, or 
Charlie One and Charlie Two.  A few Tiwi gained their surnames from their mode of 
employment, especially in post World War Two years.  At Milikapiti the names of 
Sawmill, Cook and Farmer became family names.180
 
On the other hand, at Nguiu and Paru such names, while remaining part of the identity of 
the particular owners, did not survive in their families.  For some time, at both Nguiu and 
Milikapiti some women and their children were known by the European personal names 
of their husbands and fathers, giving rise to titles such as Beatrice Paul and Ronnie 
Wilson.  The latter name, Wilson, has survived as a surname.  Confusion could occur in 
respect of government records and correspondence when Tiwi who were baptised as 
adults received a Christian name other than the one they already possessed.  Catherine 
Berndt has pointed out that a factor in self-identification among Aborigines has been the 
insistence of some missions, including Nguiu, “that converts should acquire Christian 
                                                 
179 The names Johnson and Fernando were given to two Tiwi men by an early timber-getter and Gsell’s 
Filipino workers respectively.  Each is now a family surname.  See p. 69 of this thesis. 
 
180 Morris, John, A Survey of the Use of Surnames as Pertaining to the Indigenous People of Bathurst and 
Melville Islands, typescript, Nguiu, 1964. 
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names to indicate their new status”.181  For example, within the Porkilari family, Roger 
was christened Peter James and his relative Paddy Stockwhip was given the new name of 
Amos.  While the mission was in operation, candidates for baptism, both infants and 
adults, usually received names nominated by the missionaries, a situation that would not  
occur in a European-Australian parish.182   
 
The big change in identifying family names occurred in the 1950s, the largest change 
being due to Father John Cosgrove, a keen genealogist.  He suggested the adoption of the 
Tiwi names of the great-grandfathers, grandfathers and occasionally, the fathers of 
contemporary Islanders as family names.  The acceptance of a western cultural tradition 
meant that the new surnames structured patrilineal memory into European style records. 
 
The Tiwi at Nguiu and Paru, in particular, accepted their new surnames with few, if any, 
objections, replacing a situation wherein many Islanders were known by their Christian 
names only, both at home and on the mainland.  This system was slow to take on, 
especially on the mainland, where Tiwi players in the Darwin Football League and other 
Islander sporting identities were listed and known only by their personal names, such as 
Edmund and Marcellus.183  A similar situation existed where private employers and the 
government were concerned.   
 
At Milikapiti, where less interest was shown by staff in retaining Tiwi identity, a number 
of secular family names evolved.  The first schoolteacher there, in 1954, Sandy McKay, 
took a different approach to Father Cosgrove in giving surnames to some of his 
students.184  The Tiwi names of their fathers or grandfathers were not adopted.  Instead, 
the children of Billy 303 received the name Enfield, and those of Billy Foureyes became 
Fourcroy, after a geographical feature on Bathurst Island.  While one boy took on the 
                                                 
181 Berndt, C.H., op. cit., p. 26.  This was not the rule on the Methodist missions in Arnhem Land or the 
Presbyterian operated Ernabella Mission in South Australia. 
 
182 Personal observation.  Through misunderstanding in Darwin, the name of one Tiwi, Peter Athanasius 
Puruntatameri, becoming known to Europeans as Peter Australia, probably a corruption of Athanasius. 
 
183 Morris Papers (hereafter MP): Village council notes.  
 
184 Interview with Max Daniels Wundjitta, Milikapiti, 3/7/2000.  Sandy McKay, who opened the Milikapiti 
school in 1954, gave the children the European surnames. 
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surname of Earl Hetherington, a superintendent at Milikapiti, the sons of Dan Wundjitta 
Illortaminni were given the surname of Daniels.185
 
The decline in initiations through the acceptance of baptism and the school dormitory 
system, the movement towards free choice marriages, the attempt by missionaries to bring 
an end the Tiwi mortuary ritual, and modifications to the customary naming norm were 
all part of a process of cultural substitution or evolution destined to bring the Islanders 
progressively closer, but not wholly, to a western lifestyle.  
 
Recognition of the Tiwi in the Wider World   
In the 1950s, members of the Tiwi community began to make names for themselves in the 
wider community.  Bobby Wilson Kerinaiua commenced a film and television career 
under the name of Robert Tudawali in 1953.186  When the film Jedda, in which Kerinaiua 
starred, was screened a second time in Darwin, he had to get permission to attend it with 
Charles Chauvel, the maker of the film.187  
 
Three Tiwi dancers, Cardo Kerinaiua, Ali Miller Mungatopi and Aloysius Puantulura, 
made the news when, with nine mainland Aborigines, they performed before Queen 
Elizabeth in Queensland in 1954.  Cardo carved a wooden figure for presentation to the 
Queen.  Nearer to home, woodcarvings by a Milikapiti man, needlework by Nguiu 
women, along with produce from the mission and Milikapiti gardens, won prizes at the 
Darwin Show over the years.188
 
The recognised seamanship of the Tiwi was called upon in 1954 and again in 1956, when 
Indonesian praus were swept down from the Indonesian Archipelago to the Tiwi Islands.  
In each instance, several Tiwi men piloted the praus to Darwin.189  In various ways, a 
                                                 
185 I have used Wundjitta as the family surname, as this was used in the mission records. 
 
186 “Arunta Girl, 16, to play ‘Jedda’”.  In NTN, 30/7/1953; “Color, Excitement at Premier”.  In NTN, 
6/1/1956, pp. 1, 5, 7. The NTN carried a number of reports and articles about Bobby Wilson Kerinaiua, 
especially in 1956, for instance, “Administrator’s Blast At Tudawali Hard Luck Story”, 20/3/1956. 
 
187 SBIH, July 1956, p. 12. 
 
188 SBIH, July 1957, p. 10; Pye, op. cit., p. 55. 
 
189 NMA:  Mission Diary, (1) 29/3/1954 - 2/4/1954, and 16/1/1956 - 22/1/1956;  NTN, 1/4/1954, 6/4/1954; 
Interviews with Jeffrey Mungatopi, Nguiu, 5/1/1964 and Stephen Tipuamantumirri, Nguiu, 9/1/1964. 
 214
growing number of Tiwi were experiencing many aspects of the world away from their 
islands.  The Tiwi gained attention and prominence in other ways as they absorbed new 
skills. 
 
In the athletic world, Billy Larrakeyah had his moment of fame as a javelin thrower, 
while Marcellus Mungatopi earned brief acknowledgment as a sprinter.190  With Tiwi-
Iwaidja man Teddy Cooper, Billy assisted in the carrying of the Olympic Torch when it 
arrived in Darwin on 6 November 1956.  Teddy and two Tiwi men travelled to the Games 
in Melbourne in 1956, as well as visiting Sydney.  It was Australian Rules Football, 
however, that gave the Tiwi their greatest recognition, coming, as it did, before the world 
wide acknowledgement of Tiwi artists.191  
 
The Tiwi and the Outside World, 1959 
In 1959, an observer wrote that Bathurst Island Mission had been described as “an island 
paradise, a model mission and a tropical garden”.  The “natives”, he went on, engaged in 
agriculture and fishing.  They were, he concluded, “a sturdy race, perhaps the most 
intelligent and artistic of the aboriginal tribes of the N.T. (sic)”.192  Puti Tipungwuti, 
about 75 years, one of a small number of Territory Aborigines who received Coronation 
awards in recognition of their notable services to the community, would have appreciated 
this statement.  The paradise, however, was not problem free, especially where work 
opportunities were concerned. 
 
As the 1950s came to a close, a shortage of employment opportunities continued to exist 
in the islands, despite a re-afforestation programme on Melville Island.  Work 
opportunities were still sought by many Tiwi, although some preferred to retain their 
positions at Nguiu or Milikapiti or in limited timber-getting away from these centres.  
                                                 
190 “Javelin title chance for N.T. native”.  In NTN, 27/8/1953, p. 1;  “Javelin throwing by record breakers at 
weekend show”.  In NTN, 30/7/1953, p. 1.  Billy’s life ended when he was stabbed at Bagot Settlement on 
29/11/1958;  “Great Spirit of Aborigine”.  In North Queensland Register (henceforth NQR), 23/4/1960.  
Marcellus died as the result of a family incident on 20/12/1973. 
 
191 The Tiwi played mainly in the Saints team in Darwin, named after St. Mary’s Parish.  A few played in 
the Wanderer’s team. 
 
192 Laidlaw, W.C., Let’s Look at the Northern Territory, Adelaide: Rigby, 1959, p. 11. 
 215
Apart from employment with the Armed Services, periodical labouring work in saltpans 
to the north of Darwin was attractive but hard work for a number of years.193
 
By 1959, as legislative amendments were made to allow payment of Social Security 
benefits to remote Aborigines and Islanders who were not nomadic, the Tiwi community 
was divided mainly between Nguiu and Milikapiti, with a small number of Munupula and 
Malauila people camped on the outskirts of Garden Point, the mission for part-
Aborigines.  About 80 people resided in the village of Paru, on Melville Island, opposite 
Nguiu.  Perhaps twenty lived in Polari-tara village a short distance to the north of Paru.  
The few Mandiimbula and Yeimpi who had preferred to reside in south-eastern Melville 
Island moved into Nguiu in the late 1950s.  Several families chose to camp mainly at 
Pukulara, a timber-cutting base in western Bathurst Island.   
 
A number of Tiwi were living a different experience on the mainland.  Apart from 
patients in East Arm Leprosarium Settlement, and those temporarily in Darwin for 
employment purposes, a small number of Tiwi had settled more or less permanently on 
the mainland, at Gunn Point, Bagot Compound, Koolpinyah Station or in the “countries” 
of mainland spouses.  As a result, in the 1950s, several Tiwi students were attending 
school either at Bagot or the Darwin Primary School. 
 
The fifteen years after World War Two brought social and cultural changes to the Tiwi, 
although some of the cultural changes were of a temporary nature.  At the same time, 
many aspects of the customary culture remained solidly embedded in the Tiwi psyche and 
cosmos.   
 
Despite the terms “assimilation” and “citizenship” becoming increasingly used in respect 
of political and social change within Indigenous society, the policy of assimilation was, as 
stated previously, an empty vessel for the Tiwi and the other traditional people in the 
Northern Territory.  Wardship, restrictions, segregation and racial discrimination were 
still part of their lives.  Due to uncertainty about the definition of such terms and the 
related policies and practices, a level of debate developed within the European-Australian 
                                                 
193 NTRS: 226, Box 44, TS631, transcript of Laurence Coffey interviewed by Francis Good, August, 1991.  
Side A Tape 2, p. 1. 
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community.  Without an adequate Western education and with no legal standing, the Tiwi 
and other traditional Aborigines remained apart from such discussion.   
 
Conclusion 
By the end of the 1950s, all Tiwi had accepted a sedentary lifestyle, though employment 
was not available for all who sought it in the islands.  While western-style work was not 
sought by all Islanders, employment was available on the mainland, although the wages 
were minimal in most instances. Commitment to regular working hours there was 
required by private enterprise more so than in the islands. 
 
Residence in Darwin also exposed some Tiwi not only to certain restrictions but also to 
the possible danger of what western society saw as “unsociable behaviour”. 
 
Sedentariness brought other difficulties to the Islanders: a change of diet that eventually 
affected their health, an absence from the “home countries” in many instances, poor 
hygienic conditions, long absences of husbands who sought employment on the mainland 
or on coastal vessels, a level of control of their lives by Europeans, and incidents of 
conflict caused by living together in large numbers.   
 
The eleven islands in the Tiwi group were now Aboriginal reserves, although to the Tiwi, 
the islands were still their land by right of their Creation belief.  In the post-war years, the 
identity of the Tiwi was maintained by the strength of the vernacular.  While the 
introduction of Tiwi family names by the mission did not immediately ensure the identity 
of the Tiwi in the outside world, it paved the way for this to occur in the future, although 
a minority of Islanders followed the practice of many mainland Aborigines in adopting or 
accepting European surnames. 
 
As 1960 dawned, the Tiwi were not aware of the dramatic transformations that were to 
occur to them in the following decade in the areas of political rights and education, the 
economy, social equality, art, schooling, travel and facilities.  For some, there was to be 
residential relocation.  During all of these innovations and happenings, core components 
of Islanders’ culture, the Pukumani, the language, the social structure and the art, and the 
Creation stories, continued in use. 
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At the same time, the number of changes in the Tiwi lifestyle were increasing, 
contributing to the depth of modification the Tiwi would undergo under the influences of 
western society and government policies and regulations. 
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CHAPTER FIVE  
 
A Political Awakening 
 
(1960-1972) 
 
 
Introduction 
By 1960, virtually all Indigenous people in the Northern Territory had some form of 
contact with European society, whether this occurred through contact with isolated 
mission stations, remote pastoral properties, mining operations, government patrols or 
movements towards the fringes of some towns.1  While contact by this time was mainly 
permanent, in a few instances it was intermittent. 
 
The 1960s were a time of political and social change for traditional Aborigines in the 
Territory.  In Arnhem Land, where the missions accepted government funding, the 
progress of social change was at a rate previously unthinkable.2  For the Tiwi of Bathurst 
Island, where funding was not accepted, and those at Pularumpi, which became a Tiwi 
settlement in the latter part of the 1960s, change was gradual rather than immediate.  
Most Indigenous people continued to suffer economic inequality throughout the decade, 
although some changes occurred in this area also.  For the Tiwi, as we shall see, it was 
not only a dramatic time of political, social and economic change.  The ideal of land 
rights was beginning to stir in the Tiwi Islands and across Australia.   
 
In this chapter, the following topics within Tiwi and political, history will be studied: the 
daily life of the Tiwi in the 1960s, limited controls over them, the employment situation 
and attempts to establish an economic base in the islands.  Of importance was the 
growing political awareness of the people and the changing political and social reality 
they faced.  This will be studied, as will the debate on changing legislation and the need 
for much greater change in Aboriginal Affairs.  Transformation was occurring in the Tiwi 
                                                 
1 Annual Report 1960-1961, Welfare Branch, Northern Territory Administration.  In 1960-1961, 16,826 
Aborigines were in contact with European facilities.  Another 400 were considered to be nomadic and not 
in contact with missions or settlements. 
 
2 McKenzie, op. cit., p. 167.  The change was so swift that Methodist Overseas Missions District staff 
doubted the wisdom of its speed.  
 219
art world as the people continued to practise some aspects of their culture while 
modifying others. 
  
The Physical Setting - Daily Life.  
Bronislaw Malinowski did not criticise government administration of native peoples, but 
his view of missions, as demonstrated earlier, was a harsh one: 
 
Mentally I collect arguments against missions and ponder a really effective anti-
mission campaign.  The arguments: these people destroy the natives’ joy in life; 
they destroy their psychological raison d’etre.  And what they give in return is 
completely beyond the savages.  They struggle consistently and ruthlessly against 
everything old and create new needs, both material and moral.  No question but 
they do harm.3
 
There is no doubt that the presence of both the mission and the government in the Tiwi 
Islands changed the lifestyle and, to a certain point, the culture of the Islanders. True, the 
mission was opposed to polygamous and arranged marriages, and several superintendents 
sought to ban mortuary rituals.  Christianity was introduced and encouraged to some 
degree, but not forced upon the people.  However, on the whole, neither the mission nor 
the government struggled “consistently and ruthlessly against everything old”.  They did 
contribute to the development of new needs, including European style housing and foods.  
On the other hand, apart from loin cloths and lap laps, which the Tiwi themselves 
gradually accepted, European clothing was not encouraged by the missionaries, although 
the trade store (canteen) at Milikapiti did contain items of European clothing from the 
early days of its operation.4  The harm done to the Tiwi lifestyle and customs was 
inevitable whether the mission had been established or not.  The movement of other 
cultures into the islands over four hundred years had assisted in the change, as did the 
migration of Tiwi people to the mainland. 
 
                                                 
3 Malinowski, B., A Diary In The True Sense of the Term,  London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1967, 
p. 41. 
 
4 NAA: F1/0, 52/473, op. cit., Director to Superintendent, Snake Bay, 23/11/1948, trade items sent to the 
settlement included women’s and children’s clothing. 
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The 1962-1963 Annual Report on Bathurst Island Mission declared that Nguiu was “a 
well recognised and peaceful community”.  Darwin journalist Keith Willey wrote that 
“…in physique and intelligence they (the Tiwi) are far in advance of the mainland 
aborigines”.5  In Bishop O’Loughlin’s opinion, “The people have a sense of belonging, 
are proud of themselves and of their mission and are conscious of a bond of solidarity.  
Visitors to Bathurst island are invariably impressed by the contented and happy 
atmosphere among the people”.6  The government agreed, stating that the “Tiwi are a 
contented group and disturbances are infrequent”.7  Despite their reputation as a peaceful 
people, internal conflicts of a comparatively minor nature could occasionally occur, as 
this chapter will show. 
 
By 1960, as the Tiwi mourned the passing of Bishop Gsell, their lifestyle reached the 
stage where there was a constant demand for European goods, where aluminium dinghies 
and outboard motors would gradually replace the dugout canoes, and where European 
clothing was becoming more noticeable in the community.8  Other social changes were 
also appearing in the islands.  
 
The first two babies to be born in the Milikapiti (Snake Bay) hospital were born early in 
March 1960.9  Youth and social clubs and a branch of the Country Women’s Association 
were formed at Milikapiti.  Although it struggled at times, the latter was an interesting 
experiment in social development.10  While the canteen at Nguiu remained a mission 
operation, the government relinquished its control of the store at Milikapiti in favour of a 
community co-operative.11  Whereas the whole community at Milikapiti were provided 
                                                 
5 Willey, Keith, “Mission to the Islands”. In Walkabout, December 1965, p. 51. 
 
6 NAA: F1/0, 1962/1051, “Bathurst Island (Roman Catholic) Mission Policy and Development”, Bishop to 
Minister for Territories, 21/3/1963. 
 
7 Welfare Branch, Northern Territory Administration, Annual Report 1962  - 1963, p. 60. 
 
8 “‘Bishop With 150 Wives’ Is Dead”. In The Sun, Melbourne, 13/7/1960: Dr. Francis Xavier Gsell died on 
12/7/1960, aged 88 years. 
 
9 Morris, John, Diary, 1960. 
 
10 The Snake Bay (Milikapiti) branch of the C.W.A. existed from 26/6/1962 to 1965.  It suffered from 
attempts by non-Tiwi members trying to control the island women. 
 
11 The Snake Bay Co-operative Society took over the store in June 1963.  In 1970, the Snake Bay Social 
Club assumed responsibility for the store. 
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with cooked meals, for which they paid a nominal fee, adults at Nguiu received dry 
rations. The mission considered this to be the only way to cater for a large number of 
people.  About 400 infants, schoolchildren and older girls still in the dormitory received 
cooked meals in their dining room.  The mission was not inclined to operate a communal 
dining room for the adults.12  The people were expected to supplement their rations with 
purchases from the store, by hunting and fishing and, where private gardens were 
operated, by their own produce.   
 
Several children from Milikapiti gained a wider education through attendance at school in 
Darwin from 1961.  In the following year Esther Puruntatameri became the first Tiwi 
student to attend college in the south.13  Upon returning home she displayed aspects of 
western culture.14  For the other students at Nguiu, the introduction of correspondence 
lessons for primary students helped to raise their level of education above that of their 
parents.  
 
Just as the adults were improving their understanding of “foreign” cultures through travel 
and contact with visitors to their islands, those children who later moved from Nguiu to 
the mainland for their secondary education gained a level of understanding in their new 
environment.15  Schoolgirls from Nguiu and a few from Milikapiti continued to reside in 
the mission dormitory, usually until they were married at 16 to 18 years of age.  
 
The girls’ dormitory, which eventually closed down in 1972, was supported by the 
Director of Welfare who, in 1963, saw it has having “many merits”, which were lost 
when the girls left the dormitory to move into “inadequate houses”.16  In early 1960, 
housing in Milikapiti was also poor.17
 
                                                 
 
12 Kettle, op. cit., p. 164. 
 
13 Esther attended Loreto College, Ballarat, for three years from 1962. 
 
14 Personal observations in Ballarat and Nguiu:  Initially, Esther experienced signs of cultural shock. in 
Ballarat 
 
15 Pye, op. cit., p. 108: the first Tiwi to attend college in Darwin did so in 1967.  
16 NAA: F1/0, 1962/1051, op. cit., Director to Officer-in-Charge, Social Affairs Section, DoT, 28/10/1963. 
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Despite the medical service available to the Tiwi, health problems did occur, most 
notably among the infants.  Between 1956 and 1964, 324 babies were born at Nguiu.  
During the same period, 72 infants died, 6 of these in an epidemic in 1962.18  One 
problem in the care of small children related to gambling among the women.  Some 
mothers engaged in card games failed to take their small children to the babies’ clinic or 
to the infants’ dining room for meals.19  In the view of Sister Ellen Kettle, “a few infant 
deaths occurred before the bishop was prepared to concede that he needed financial 
assistance” from the government.20
 
A small typhoid scare occurred at Nguiu in 1965, its origins being traced to Darwin.21  At 
Milikapiti there was a minor epidemic of measles and a few cases of mumps in 1964.22  
 
The move towards qualified Tiwi teachers being employed in the islands’ schools had its 
genesis in the first Teachers’ Assistants training course which commenced in Darwin on 9 
May 1960.  Trainees from Nguiu and Milikapiti participated in the course.23  Adult 
education classes in English, geography and civics were held at Nguiu.  
 
Despite these developments, the link to the land remained.  Most of the inhabitants of 
Nguiu who were not employed elsewhere undertook the annual “bush time” following 
traditional food collecting practices.  The Nguiu community was one of the few in the 
Territory to continue the so-called “walkabout”, the time spent in their respective 
“countries” being an important time for the Tiwi.24
 
                                                                                                                                                  
17 Morris, Diary, 11/3/1960. 
 
18 MP: Demographic Research, Nguiu, 1960 - 1965. 
 
19 Morris, Diary, 12/3/1960. 
 
20 Kettle, op. cit., p. 164. 
 
21 Ibid, p. 120; “NT Typhoid Search”. In Advertiser, Adelaide, 16/2/1965.   
 
22 SBSP: MS 1602/2, Item 16, SBIH, February 1964. 
 
23 Personal observation. 
24 Personal observation.  Studies undertaken by a mission nurse in the early 1960s indicated that the Tiwi 
were healthier on bush foods than when consuming rations and food purchased from the mission store. 
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The association of the Tiwi with their islands was seen by the government as impeding 
the social progress of the Tiwi.  In the view of the Assistant Director of Welfare, 
 
It must be remembered, of course, that whilst there is a fairly rapid movement 
towards desiring these (European) standards of living, it is likely that for a number 
of years to come many of the people would prefer to accept somewhat lower 
standards of living and remain either at Bathurst or Melville Island rather than 
adopt the alternative of moving elsewhere.25
 
Accommodation for Tiwi families at Nguiu was of a poor standard in the early 1960s, the 
only development being the small number of timber cottages erected in the 1950s in the 
village of McGrath Park.  As mentioned previously, attempts to establish newly married 
couples in the pre-war years and to set up a self-sufficient garden village were not 
successful.26   
 
A situation existed in which Catholic Missions were providing and operating facilities 
and services that were, in non-Aboriginal communities, the responsibility of government.  
Ultimate control of the Catholic Mission stations in the Northern Territory remained with 
Bishop John O’Loughlin, who, for administrative reasons, refused to accept government 
funding for capital works.27  Development that did occur at Nguiu, such as the hospital 
completed in 1957, was financed from limited mission funds.  The mission’s poor water 
supply and the inadequate provision of toilets, laundry and ablution facilities for the Tiwi  
population were serious problems.28  In addition, the mission’s transport was also in need 
of replacement.29  The Administrator saw a need for the part-Aboriginal residents of 
                                                 
 
25 NAA: F1/0, 62/1051, op. cit., E.P. Milliken, “Comparison Of Bathurst Island with Other Government 
and Mission Settlements in Terms of Stages of Development”, 25/10/1963, p. 2. 
 
26 Cosgrove, op. cit.; Personal observation, 1960. 
 
27 See pp. 180, 189 and 222, this thesis.  
28 NAA: F1/0, 1964/608, “Review Inspection Report Bathurst Island Mission”, Administrator to Secretary, 
Department of Territories (henceforth DoT), 28/12/1962. 
 
29 Ibid, Administrator to Secretary, DoT, 6/9/1961. 
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Garden Point Mission to be transferred to Darwin, where more opportunities existed for 
them, and part of the Nguiu populations to be decentralised to that mission.30
 
Although a start was made on the provision of houses for the Tiwi of Milikapiti in 1956, 
accommodation there was also very basic until September 1959, when work commenced 
on six sawn timber homes.31  Progress was slow, the houses not being completed until 
1965.32  A new kitchen/dining room was also built in 1963-1964.  The first church in the 
community was completed in 1968, being officially opened in mid 1970.33  Timber sawn 
at Milikapiti was used in the construction of Pickertaramoor (Pikataramor), a new forestry 
settlement, in the southern region of Melville Island in 1964.34
 
Re-development of Paru village was carried out by residents in 1961 and 1962, although 
water problems existed there.35  Several of the houses were superior to the others many of  
indicating an awareness of European dwellings.  In 1961, the population of Paru was 117, 
the residents being elderly.  For a time, some confusion existed about whether the mission 
or the government was responsible for the administration of Paru.36  Despite criticism of 
past support for the village by the mission, the government felt that responsibility should 
                                                 
30 Ibid. 
 
31 AIATSIS: SBSP, (a) MS 1602/2 Item 15, SB39, “Welfare Branch: Important Happenings”, December 
1956, p. 3; (b) IHNTA, September 1959. 
 
32 NAA: F1/0, 1956/2008 (Part 2), “Snake Bay Settlement General Correspondence”, Works Supervisor to 
Director, Welfare Branch, 20/2/1961. AIATSIS: SBSP, MS1602/2, Item 16, SBIH, March 1965, six new 
homes were completed; NAA: F1/0, 62/1051, “Northern Territory. Bathurst Island Mission.  A 
Departmental Report”, Canberra, November 1963, p. 6a.  At Milikapiti, 24 houses were completed and 
when 12 more were built, the existing shanties would be demolished. 
 
33 Bathurst Island and Melville Island Aboriginal Reserves (hereafter BIMIAR), Darwin: Welfare Branch, 
NTA, 1968, p. 6; Northern Territory Newsletter, June 1970, p. 16.  NAA: F1/0, 1964/608, op. cit., 
“Conference on Bathurst and Melville Islands Review Inspection Report, Darwin - January 4th 1962”, p. 2.  
The Director of Welfare requested Bishop O’Loughlin to consider the appointment of a resident missionary 
at Snake Bay.  Instead, a church to be used by visiting priests was planned.  
 
34 SBSP, SBIH, July 1964.  The new settlement was variously spelt as Pickataramoor and Pickertaramoor.  
Pikataramor would appear to be a more correct spelling. 
 
35 NAA: F1/0, 1965/2080, “Cockle Point Settlement, Melville Island” (Paru),  (a) Assistant Director, 
Welfare Branch, to Chief Welfare Officer, undated (1961); (b) Acting Chief Field Officer to Director of 
Welfare, 12/12/1961; (c) Acting Chief Welfare Officer to Director of Welfare, 20/12/1962. Personal 
involvement in the development by the writer. 
36 Ibid, (a) Superintendent, Nguiu, to Superintendent, Snake Bay, 5/12/1961; (b) Acting Chief Field 
Officer, Welfare Branch, to Superintendent, Nguiu, 12/12/1961.  
 225
rest with the mission.37  A second village, Polari-tara, was established near Paru in about 
1960.  Its residents numbered only 17 persons.38   
 
Faced with inadequate finance and attempts by the Minister for Territories for him to 
accept capital funding from the government, for a time, in 1963, the Bishop considered 
transferring most of the operations at Nguiu to the Welfare Branch.39  Nevertheless, 
mission-sponsored development did occur between 1963 and 1966 with the construction 
of two new schools, toilet and shower units, and fencing.40   
 
Relief came to Nguiu when the closure of Garden Point as a mission for part-Aboriginal 
children allowed the latter to be transformed into a Welfare Branch settlement on 1 
January 1968.  Whereas people whose country lay around Garden Point had been merely 
visitors to the old mission in the past, they now moved there from Nguiu, the population 
being 52 in mid 1968.41  A building programme commenced in the same year to house the 
Tiwi.  Catholic Missions retained a presence through several nuns and a priest. 
 
Major progress at Nguiu had to wait until 1969 when Bishop O’Loughlin relinquished his 
authority and the Northern Territory Catholic Missions Council was formed to administer  
the stations.42  From 1971, with the acceptance of government funding, Nguiu was 
gradually changed from a “neglected town” to a community with normal township 
facilities.43  At the end of 1972, as the missions and settlements became towns, work was 
                                                 
 
37 Ibid, (a) Acting Chief Field Officer to Director of Welfare, 12/12/1961; (b) Acting Director, Welfare 
Branch, to Assistant Director (Operational), 2/1/1963. 
 
38 Nguiu Village Council Minutes, 17/5/1961, 31/5/1961.  Later, the residents of Polari-tara shifted to 
Garden Point (Pirlangimpi) when it became a Tiwi settlement.   
 
39 NAA: F1/0, 62/1051, op. cit., (a) Minister to Secretary, DoT, 4/3/1963; (b) Bishop to Minister, 
17/4/1963. 
 
40 Ibid,  (a) Bathurst Island Mission Annual Report, 1963-1964, p. 1; (b) Catholic Mission Bathurst Island, 
Annual Report 1964 -1965, p. 1. 
 
41 BIMIAR, op. cit., p. 9.  The population was expected to be about 100 by the end of 1968. 
42 Personal observation; Crawford, op. cit., p. 12.  In the face of the need for better facilities and services on 
the mission stations, Bishop O’Loughlin succumbed to pressure from Catholic Missions personnel to accept 
capital grants. 
 
43 NAA: F1/0, 1962/1051, op. cit., Minister for Territories to Secretary, DoT., 13/9/1963, p. 2; “Bathurst 
Island might be regarded as a ‘neglected’ town” when compared with other towns in the Northern 
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progressing on a recreation hall and council chambers, while tenders were called for the 
first batch of houses for the Tiwi.44
 
As it was, the period being discussed in this chapter, 1960 - 1972, opened with inadequate 
facilities at both Nguiu and Milikapiti.  Government funding and a small population 
enabled these facilities to be improved at Milikapiti.  The mission carried out capital 
works as best it could, due to limited funds.  For administrative reasons, despite a need 
for housing, infrastructure and a better water supply at Nguiu, the Bishop refused to apply 
for government grants to enable these works to be undertaken.  The relinquishing of his 
authority over Catholic Missions in the Northern Territory in 1969, and the migration of 
some Tiwi from Nguiu to Garden Point opened the way for an era of physical 
development at Nguiu. 
 
Economic Reality   
Many commentators have questioned the ability of Aborigines and Islanders to 
understand the meaning and necessity of work in a European sense.  Frank Stevens 
argued, however, that Indigenous people possess “a fairly sophisticated response to 
employment and reward situations”.45  This view was supported by a report of a Select 
Committee of the Northern Territory Legislative Council in 1964, which said in part that 
the argument that Aborigines are not worth the “full wage is not fully substantiated”.46  
There could be no doubt, continued the report, that Aborigines resented receiving less pay 
than non-Aborigines for performing the same work.47  Tiwi workers incorrectly saw the 
revocation of the wards system in 1964 as their right to receive award wages.  This desire 
for monetary independence was a further factor in the social and cultural change 
occurring in Tiwi society. 
                                                                                                                                                  
Territory.” NTN, 4/6/1971.  On 5 June 1971, the Pastor Doug Nichols Sports Centre and the Father John 
McGrath Culture Centre were officially opened in Nguiu, as part of the community’s development. 
 
44 NMA: President, Nguiu Ullintjinni Association (hereafter NUA), to Secretary, Aborigines Benefit Trust 
Fund, 19/9/1972; Manager, Bathurst Island Housing Association, to Advertising Manager, Northern 
Territory News, 13/12/1972.  Welfare Circular Memo 59 of 1972/73, Welfare Division, N.T.A., 
14/12/1972:  The terms “mission” and “settlement” were discontinued and replaced by “towns”, “centres” 
or “areas”. 
 
45 Stevens, Frank, Equal Wages for Aborigines, Clifton Hill: FCAATSI, 1968, p. 53. 
46 Ibid, p. 54. 
 
47 Ibid. 
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In 1960, traditional Aboriginal and Islander workers in the Northern Territory were 
subject to the Wards Employment Ordinance and a schedule of wages for wards set down 
in 1959.48 Under this schedule, the base wage for men was two pounds per week and one 
pound for females.  The Armed Services paid three pounds ten shillings per week.  Those 
working in the building and pearling industries received slightly more.49 A few Tiwi and 
other Indigenes attracted higher amounts. Those working for a crocodile shooter earned 
ten pounds per week plus one pound for a crocodile skin, while employees on a fishing 
boat were paid eight pounds.50 Probably the highest wage paid to Tiwi workers on the 
mainland was 28 pounds per week for a seven day week harvesting salt at Shoal Bay.51  
 
The financial situation of Catholic Missions and the limited employment opportunities on 
Bathurst Island ensured that the Tiwi at Nguiu were not prosperous. Unlike Indigenous 
employees at Milikapiti (Snake Bay), those at Nguiu earned below the base rate set by the 
schedule.52  Mission stations of other denominations paid a higher level of wages than did  
 
Catholic Missions.53
 
Looking at both the immediate situation and future self-sufficiency in the islands, the 
Northern Territory Administration and the mission sought to develop productive growth 
in their respective areas of responsibility.  The Administration’s Aboriginal Employment 
Advisory Board considered the establishment of coconut, cashew nut and lime plantations 
and a handicrafts and artifacts shop in Darwin as labour and income generating 
                                                 
 
48 The Wards Employment Ordinance and Regulations came into operation on 1/10/1959. 
 
49 CoA. PP., 1959-1960, Vol. 4, Annual Report of the Administrator of the Northern Territory 1956-1957, 
p. 493; Rowley (1971), op. cit., p. 300. 
 
50 NAA: F1/0, 1963/1477, “Application for Revocation of Declaration to be a Ward - Harry 1 (Tiwi)”, 
folios not numbered. 
 
51 SBSP, IHNTA, October-November, 1959, op. cit., p. 47 
 
52Nguiu Village Council Minutes, 31/5/1961.  The low rate of pay was discussed by the mission 
superintendent and the council.  The weekly wage, exclusive of rations, was six shillings for married men, 
four shillings for single men and two shillings for women. 
53 Tatz (1964), op.cit., p. 327; Barnes, Kathy, Kiripapurajuwi : Skills of our hands.  Good Craftsmen and 
Tiwi Art, Darwin: Kathy Barnes, 1999, p. 22; “Hope of their race”. In The Herald, Melbourne, 27/2/1965.  
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opportunities for Indigenous people in the Top End of the Territory.54  A coconut 
plantation had existed at Nguiu since the early days of the mission, while embryo cashew 
and coconut plantations were planted on Melville Island.  The projects were not 
continued. 
 
In the early 1960s, the Tiwi population of Milikapiti, stood in the vicinity of 180 people, 
the drift to the mainland having been arrested to some degree.55  Under superintendent 
Harry Sidgwick, forestry was the major hope for Melville Island, pine plantations being 
established there.56  Since 1955 the Forestry and Timber Bureau had an input into the 
proposals for timber production on the island, and a variety of tree plants were 
experimented with.57  With Bureau officers taking over supervision of the new plantations 
and the training of several Tiwi at the Bureau’s nursery near Darwin, some Tiwi moved 
into the new Forestry settlement, Pickertaramoor (Pikataramor), in 1964.58
 
While the economy of the community was based on the reafforestation and sawmilling 
projects, there was also a market garden.  The settlement became self-sufficient in fruit 
and vegetables, and also in sea-foods.59  By 1964, although all Milikapiti residents 
suitable for work were employed, difficulty was encountered in keeping young men on 
the settlement long enough to successfully involve them in trade training.  The older men 
did not possess the literacy required to enable them to undertake such training.60
 
                                                 
 
54 Rowley (1962), op. cit., p. 59.  This meeting of the Advisory Board occurred on 15/9/1960. 
 
55 Department of Territories, Progress Towards Assimilation.  Aboriginal Welfare in the Northern 
Territory, Canberra: CGP, 1958, revised January 1961, p. 32:  The Indigenous population of Snake Bay 
(Milikapiti) in 1961 was 189 persons. 
 
56 “Reafforestation in N. Territory”. In NQR,, 27/8/1960. 
 
57 SBSP, MS 1602/3, Item 36, SB 12.8, “Forestry Project”.  Rubber trees, teak and a various types of pines 
were experimented with.  Morris Diary, 11/3/1960, 1000 cypress pine seedlings were ready to be planted 
out on Melville Island. 
 
58 The Tiwi trained at Berrimah, near Darwin, were from Milikapiti.  Two others, from Nguiu, left their 
training at Berrimah in the hope of finding higher paying employment in Darwin. See NAA: F1/0, 62/1051, 
op. cit., Senior Forestry Officer to Acting Director General Forestry and Timber Bureau, 20/10/1960. 
59 Ibid, p. 33; SBSP, IHNTA, op. cit., p. 61.  
 
60 SBSP, MS 1602/2 Item 16, SBIH, April 1964; MRIH, June 1964.  The folios in these documents are not 
numbered. 
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Like Milikapiti, the economy of Nguiu was a semi-closed one: that is, the mission’s 
income was derived partly from internal sources and partly from external employment.  
Similarly, the income was spent partly outside the station, reducing the income available 
to the mission to employ more people or pay higher wages.  In 1966, the wage for a 
number of workers was $6.40 per week.  Consequently, the effects of raising wages on a 
mission station without adequate monetary resources, while lifting the standard of living 
of the people, placed obligations on the mission.  As stated by Bishop O’Loughlin, the 
mission had to find the additional money required and to undertake a heavier 
administrative load, including meeting a greater demand for goods in the trade store.61
 
Efforts to improve the economic potential of Bathurst Island were not successful.  A 
proposal to mine mineral sands on the island, seen as offering employment to some of the 
Tiwi, did not proceed.62  Oil exploration ventures around the islands in the early 1960s 
also failed.63  In other words, the island possessed no economic industries that could bring 
self-employment and self-reliance to the population of Nguiu.  The mission, which had a 
population in the vicinity of 900, had always based its employment aims and part of its  
food supply on agriculture.64  A lack of water in the dry season restricted the extension of 
the gardens and plantation at Nguiu, as it did, to a less extent, at Milikapiti.65  Water was 
a limiting factor in the development of a cattle industry on Bathurst Island.66  The mission 
                                                 
 
61 O’Loughlin, J.P., “Effects of raising Aboriginal Wages on the Mission Economy”.  In Sharp, Ian G. and 
Tatz, Colin M., Aborigines in the Economy, Brisbane: Jacaranda Press, 1966, pp. 174 - 176. 
 
62 “Bathurst Island plan to mine sands”. In NTN, 15/7/1954, p. 1.  Discussions with mission staff, 1960. 
Given the political climate of the time, it is doubtful whether the views of the Tiwi were sought on the 
proposal.   
 
63 Tiwin, No. 2, April 1963, p. 12; “Rig Spuds In Near Melville Island”. In NTN, 9/12/1969. Oil exploration 
off-shore from Melville Island also failed. 
64  In 1959, Nguiu had the third largest concentration of Indigenous people in the Northern Territory.  MP: 
Population Statistics, prepared by the writer, the Tiwi population Nguiu for 1959-1960 was 918.  In 1960-
1961, it fell to 882, with 31 irregular visitors from Milikapiti and Darwin.  In 1961-62, the local population 
was 917.  
 
65 NAA: F1/0, 64/608, op cit., Administrator to Secretary, DoT, 6/9/1961, op. cit.  Suggestions of 
establishing the gardens on perennial creeks in the islands were not immediately taken up. 
 
66 NAA: F1/0, 62/1051, op, cit., Barry Hart, “Extract from Report on Visit to Church Missions and Welfare 
Settlements on North Coast and Gulf Regions of the Northern Territory to Inspect Livestock Projects”, 
17/12/1962; Tatz, (1964) op. cit., p. 69; MP: ABC correspondent’s report (henceforth ABC corres.), 
14/8/1964. 
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dairy had not operated since 1942 when the cattle escaped into the bush owing to war-
time circumstances.67
 
By 1960, negotiations between the Forestry and Timber Bureau and Catholic Missions 
failed to introduce large-scale reafforestation to Bathurst Island.68  While the mission had 
difficulty “in the provision of suitable native trainees”, the Administrator wrote of plans 
for forestry projects camps in the bush employing up to 100 men.69  Such employment, he 
continued, would appear to “offer reasonable prospects for the able-bodied natives of 
these two islands”.70  From 1962, the mission itself commenced a reafforestation 
program, along with the construction of a road to enable the transport of existing timber 
to the sawmill at Nguiu.71  While the mission employed 96 men and 81 females in 
September 1961, for example, its economy continued to depend, to some extent, on 
outside work opportunities.72   
 
The extent to which migrant labour subsidised the mission can be gauged by the fact that 
late in 1961, 75 men and women from Nguiu supplied labour for the Armed Services, the 
East Arm Leprosarium and other employers in Darwin.  A further seventeen men were 
recruited for the forestry project on Melville Island in early 1962.73  In the following 
years, however, there was hesitation on the part of Nguiu men, partly for family reasons, 
                                                 
 
67 NTN, 8/2/1971, The Darwin North Rotary Club and Rupert Kentish, a Darwin stud owner, donated two 
bulls to try to improve the Nguiu herd.  The cattle project was not proceeded with. 
 
68 Senior Forestry Officer to Acting Director General, op. cit.  NAA: F1/0, 62/1051, op. cit., Acting 
Administrator to Secretary, DoT, 7/5/1963.  There were economic and technical grounds for the 
government not establishing a reafforestation project on Bathurst Island. 
 
69 Ibid; Administrator to Secretary, op. cit.  A modified reafforestation programme took place on Melville 
Island. 
 
70 Administrator to Secretary, op. cit.  When men from Nguiu were employed on Melville Island a problem 
appeared in that married accommodation was not available. 
 
71 “Mission road boost to timber industry”. In NTN, 17/4/1962; ABC corres., 20/2/1964. 
 
72 Tatz (1964), op. cit., p. 70; ABC corres., 12/12/1964: Part of this work force was engaged in large scale 
clearing of land at Ty-imi for reafforestation, cattle grazing and a proposed vegetable garden. 
 
73 Personal observation.  Tatz (1964), op. cit., p. 70; Nguiu Village Council Minutes, 3/5/1961. 
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to work on the project.74  This resulted in the employment of men from Central Australia 
and Arnhem Land.75   
 
While a limited range of employment was available on the mainland for some of the Tiwi, 
such work was of a labouring or domestic nature only.  The Tiwi Islands situation was a 
microcosm of the wider situation in which Peter Rogers, academic and adviser to 
Indigenous groups, saw the Australian governments as lacking any co-ordinated plan to 
relieve most Aborigines from living in “disadvantaged ‘poor white’” circumstances.76  
Education for the Islanders was basic at this time.  Any skills gained came through on the 
job training rather than apprenticeships.  Employment in the islands offered the Tiwi 
some training but this was limited to such pursuits as timber-getting, sawmilling, 
gardening, tree planting, carpenter and mechanic’s assistants, small boat crewing and the 
like.  As Tatz pointed out, training in the islands bore no relation to employment in 
Darwin other than labouring.77  An effort was made, especially from 1966, for a number 
of young Tiwi men and women to work and be trained in several trades and professions in 
Darwin and Sydney.78  Adult education classes in several trades were held at Milikapiti. 
 
An Air Force proposal, in 1966, to employ 36 Aborigines on a permanent basis at the 
Darwin base offered prospects for the Tiwi.79  To ensure the continual employment of the 
men, homes would be built to enable their families to move to Darwin.  Unfortunately, 
the Air Force did not proceed with the proposal.  At the end of the decade, one Tiwi man 
                                                 
74 Some men objected to leaving their families at Nguiu while they, the men, worked on Melville Island, 
even though efforts were made to ensure that the workers spent weekends at home on the mission.   
 
75 NAA: F1/0, 62/1051, op. cit., Acting Administrator to Secretary, DoT, 7/5/1963; SBSP, SBIH, March 
1965. 
 
76 Rogers, Peter H., The Industrialists and the Aborigines, Sydney: AR, 1973, p. 135. 
 
77 Tatz (1964), op. cit., pp. 69-70.  Rogers, op. cit., p. 133, “(Remote Aborigines) lacked an industrial 
background, had poor education, were mostly untrained and did not receive adequate training in 
employment”. 
78 Pye, op. cit., pp. 59, 72; BIMIAR, op. cit., p. 17; Interview with John Bernard Tipurui, Nguiu, 24/6/2000.  
Training for nursing aides, teaching assistants, hygiene assistants, and the like occurred in Darwin, while 
from 1967, young men undertook trade apprenticeships in Sydney.  Later, several nursing aides were 
trained in Broome.  Kettle, op. cit., p. 292, earlier, Bishop O’Loughlin considered that the training of 
nursing assistants provided by the nursing nuns was adequate.   
 
79 Interview with a Department of the Air officer at Catholic Mission Headquarters, Stuart Park, Darwin, 
September 1966.  The plan included a weekly wage of $34 for trades assistants, $36 for labourers, and 
$38.20 for leading hands. 
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gained an opportunity for wider employment experience when he was recruited into the 
Darwin Fire Brigade.80  The position carried responsibility and was beyond the level of 
semi-skilled work usually undertaken by most Tiwi workers. 
 
In the islands the need remained to establish income-generating projects.  One proposal, 
the creation of tourism as an economic base for the islands, while not without its merits, 
was somewhat premature at the time.81  For one thing, government policy did not approve 
of “Aboriginal zoos”.  With an “entry by permit only” law in place, the free movement of 
tourists into the islands would also cause complications, requiring an amendment to the 
appropriate legislation while other reserves would remain closed to the general public.  
Furthermore, the Tiwi were not consulted on the matter.  Although, in the early 1960s, 
organised tours did run to Nguiu once a month, the Bishop objected to a regular 
programme that involved the Tiwi displaying themselves in a traditional sense, including 
dancing.82  Towards the end of the decade, the Milikapiti community protested against 
tourism to the extent that support, in the form of political lobbying, was offered by the 
Federal Council for Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders.83
 
While it depended upon outside employment opportunities to a large extent, efforts were 
made to develop what Tatz calls “a native (self-supporting) peasantry”.84  This, as we 
have seen, commenced in the 1950s, and was continued in the following decade.  Four 
villages were running small gardens, the most efficient being that at Paru, on Melville 
Island.85  Sales of garden produce over and above that required for village consumption 
                                                 
 
80 The Northern Territory Report for 1969-70, p. 41, states “Canis Xavier was the first Aboriginal in the 
Northern Territory made a permanent fire officer”.  “Canis Xavier” was Canice Xavier Tipuamantumirri. 
 
81 Tatz (1964), op. cit., p. 60, says the suggestion was made by the government’s Employment Advisory 
Board late in 1961. ABC Radio News, Darwin, 16/11/1963, reported that a fishing and recreation lodge 
was to be built at Snake Bay (Milikapiti) for tourists. 
 
82 Tatz (1964), op. cit., p. 70; ABC corres., 30/9/1963, 26/11/1963.  The monthly tourists flights to Nguiu, 
arranged by the Northern Territory Tourist Bureau, occurred on Sundays.  The writer was involved in 
looking after the visitors whose entry into the islands was covered by a bulk permit.  Only a few Tiwi who 
sold artifacts to the tourists received money from the visitors.   
 
83 Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (Henceforth FCAATSI), 
Rights and Advancement, May - June 1967, p. 16. 
 
84 Tatz (1964), op. cit., p. 70; Bathurst Island Annual Report 1964-1965, op. cit. 
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were made to the mission, as were wallabies and marine foods brought in by various 
Tiwi.86  At different times, small scale bakeries were run by five Tiwi families in Nguiu, 
Paru and Milikapiti, their produce being sold to other Tiwi, as were some of the marine 
foods brought in by Islander fishermen.87  According to Tatz, evidence from the staff of 
the Nguiu hospital indicated to him that gardeners, fishermen and hunters were selling 
almost all of their produce to obtain money to spend in the canteen (trade store), this 
contributing to malnutrition.88
 
Dressmaking brought in a small income for several women who owned sewing 
machines.89  Since at least the 1930s, the girls had been trained in fancy work and sewing  
 
by the nuns, who, in addition, encouraged them in the weaving of domestic items.90  
Clothes production for local use also occurred at Milikapiti on a small scale.91  
 
By 1961 a number of women were making pandanus mats, baskets, skirts and woven 
belts for sale to the mission.  Initially the women of Paru offered these wares for such 
sales, but they were joined by others from Nguiu.92  While both men and women also 
occasionally brought in pearl, baler, conch and tortoise shells for sale, more attention was 
paid to carving, weapon making and bark painting.  
 
                                                                                                                                                  
85 MP: Notes on Paru Village, 1961 - 1965.  Matthias Ulungura, of Paru, was the leader in private 
enterprise.  He suffered financially, however, by providing food free of charge to pensioners whom, he 
said, he could not see go hungry - discussions with John Morris, 1960s.  
 
86 ABC corres., 18/8/1963, 7/5/1964; Tatz (1964), op. cit., p. 70; Nguiu Village Council Minutes, 
24/5/1961; Personal participation.  The Paru community and the mission also operated fish traps.  
 
87 ABC corres., 6/8/1963, 16/1/1964, 23/1/1964, 1/10/1964; Morris, John, “Native War Hero Enters the 
Political Arena”. In NTN, 1/11/1962. 
 
88 Tatz (1964), op. cit., p. 71. 
 
89 Monica Timaepatua, for one, is remembered as a prize-winning dressmaker. 
90 Barnes, op. cit., p. 20.  Barrett, Charles, Coast of Adventure, Melbourne: Robertson and Mullens, 1941, 
p. 174.  Barrett witnessed the girls collecting palm fronds for making into “brooms and things”. 
 
91 SBSP: SBIH, various, 1962 - 1965. 
 
92 MP: Tiwi artifacts file, 1961 - 1965. 
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In the 1950s, important collections of artifacts came out of the islands.93  Support for this 
artistic endeavour came from the superintendents of Nguiu and Milikapiti.  During this 
decade, several residents of Paru, of whom Cardo (Kartu) Kerinaiua was the premier 
carver, were also manufacturing important art pieces.  The production of artifacts for sale 
to collectors and tourists was developed in the early 1960s.  From 1961 a variety of 
artifacts were sold by residents of Paru.94  Prices received for articles in that year ranged 
from 3 shillings to 35 shillings.  Through purchases made by Dorothy Bennett, a dealer in 
Indigenous artifacts, some artists received up to five pounds for carved figures in 1965.95  
At no time, however, did the artists and weavers reach a level of production at which they 
would be economically self-sufficient.  Of importance here is the fact that a number of 
older Tiwi men and women were increasingly producing material for a commercial 
market rather than for internal use. 
In the late 1960s, several new factors entered the income and employment situation at 
Nguiu.  In the first instance, Federal Parliamentarian Kim Beazley (Senior) expressed 
concern about unequal wages, a low level of tuberculosis allowance entitlement , and the  
lack of unemployment and sickness benefits for Aborigines in the Northern Territory.96  
This led him to raise the matter in the House of Representatives on 8 April 1964.  He 
pointed out that while legislation introduced into the Territory’s Legislative Council was 
aimed at abolishing the concept of “protective wardship for the majority of the Territory’s 
18,000 full-blood aborigines”, it did not allow for an adequate income for the people.97  
While Europeans received a tuberculosis allowance of 12 pounds per week, Aborigines 
received only one pound.  Only about 50 of the approximately 5000 Indigenous 
                                                 
93 Barnes, op. cit., p. 35; NAA: F1/0, 1954/65, op. cit., Review Report, Bathurst Island For the period 
ending December 31st, 1951, p. 8; SBSP, MS 1602/3 item 25, “Anthropological Specimens”, 1957; Barrett, 
op. cit., pp. 175, 183: Barrett obtained artifacts from Nguiu in the late 1930s.  However, collections were 
taken from the islands from the early twentieth century. 
 
94 Barnes, op. cit., p. 49, and personal observation: A leading carver was Cardo (Kartu) Kerinaiua of Paru, 
who had commenced carving prior to World War Two. 
 
95 In 1956 Dr. Stuart Scougall and Mrs. Dorothy Bennett purchased Pukumani poles, from Milikapiti, for 
the Art Gallery of New South Wales.  This encouraged artists in that community.  See also, Holmes, Sandra 
Le Brun, The Goddess and the Moon Man, Roseville East: Craftsman House, 1995.  From the late 1960s 
some artists at Milikapiti also dealt with Mrs. Holmes. 
 
96 Aborigines off missions and settlements had the right to unemployment benefits.  Residents of missions 
and settlements gained that right in April 1973. 
 
97 Stone, Sharman N. (Ed.), Aborigines in White Australia, South Yarra: Heinemann Educational  
Australia, 1974, pp. 205-207. 
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employees received an award wage.  “Aborigines”, argued Beazley, “need(ed) access to 
the Arbitration Commission before they need access to the bar and the brothel.”98
 
Beazley’s concern about the income of remote Indigenes was partly placated when Social 
Security benefits were paid in full directly to recipients from 1968, rather than through 
the mission.  Until now only a part of the benefit was received in cash by the beneficiary.  
Beazley’s other concerns were not responded to for several years. 
 
Secondly, approaches were made to Parliamentarians by the mission with a proposal for 
the relevant government agencies to take responsibility for the forestry and fishing 
programmes on Bathurst Island.99  The Forestry and Timber Bureau had declined to take 
over the reafforestation programme on Bathurst Island.  In 1967, the superintendent of 
Nguiu, Father John Fallon, acknowledged that the mission had neither the money nor the 
expertise to run the forestry project, while the establishment of a productive fishing 
industry could allow fish to become the staple diet for the Tiwi.  Moreover, Father Fallon 
saw the main work of the mission as “civilizing and catechumeninsing (sic) the 
people”.100  The government failed to respond positively to these approaches.  However, 
as will be shown, within twelve months a Training Allowance Scheme was introduced for 
all missions and settlements in the Northern Territory.   
 
The repeal of the Welfare Ordinance in 1964 did not bring to an end the campaign by 
advocacy bodies such as the unions and the Federal Council for the Advancement of 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders against discrimination against Indigenous 
people.101  This discrimination included an inequality of employment and wages for the 
Indigenous workforce.  For one thing, the Wards Employment Ordinance, though 
amended, remained in force.  Even the government-influenced Aborigines Northern 
Territory Integration Council (ANTIC) agreed to back moves for equal wages for equal 
                                                                                                                                                  
 
98 Ibid, p. 206. 
 
99 NMA: Superintendent to (a) Ron Withnall, Member for Arnhem in the Northern Territory Legislative 
Council, and (b) Sam Calder, Federal Member for the Northern Territory, both 13/3/1967.   
 
100 NMA: Superintendent to Withnall, op. cit. 
 
101 Stevens (1968), op. cit., p. 7.  
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work by Aborigines.102  In the view of the North Australian Workers’ Union, any 
differences between Indigenous and European workers were not racially based but were 
primarily due to “the failure to solve the (Aborigines’) economic problem”.103  One 
response to these concerns was a proposal by the Director of Welfare for a tribunal which 
would consider the rate of pay for Aborigines based on the level of competence of each 
employee, but this did not eventuate.104  The Administrator of the Northern Territory, 
Roger Dean, felt that Aboriginal trainees could do much to relieve staff shortages in 
several fields.  This, he went on, was a sign that the Administration’s approach to “the 
problem of creating employment opportunities for Aborigines” was on the right line.105  
In effect, only a few Aborigines were engaged to fill positions other than any deemed to 
be unskilled or semi-skilled.106
 
In 1969, the government partly resolved its dilemma over the wages situation by 
introducing a Training Allowance Scheme, aimed to encourage employment activity and 
monetary awareness.107  While the majority of Indigenous people in the Northern 
Territory formed a pauper group, the new schemes funded by the Welfare Branch lifted 
the income of those Tiwi who were on the islands’ work force.   
 
From 19 August 1969, 210 employees at Nguiu were paid at an average rate of 56 cents 
an hour.108  The weekly income of the workers rose from around $4.50 per week to $25 to 
$36 for men and $19 to $27 for women.109  The foundation of Bima Wear, a clothing 
                                                                                                                                                  
 
102 ABC Radio News, Darwin, 25/5/1965.  ANTIC was set up to balance left wing backed advocacy. 
 
103 Stevens (1968), op. cit., pp. 29-30. 
 
104 Stevens (1968), op. cit., p. 25. 
 
105 “Natives to Ease Staff Shortages”. In NTN, 17/5/1965.  
 
106 Personal observation.  Skilled or semi-skilled workers appointed included drivers, a welfare officer and 
a laboratory assistant. 
107 Crawford, op. cit., p. 27. 
 
108 NMA: Superintendent, Nguiu, to Administrator, 11/12/1970.  Father Fallon stated that after paying out 
the Training Allowance reimbursements from the Administration, the mission was losing over $2000 per 
week in meeting the wages bill. 
 
109 Crawford, op. cit, p. 27. A flat rate of 56 cents per hour does not seem to equate with the weekly wage 
rates given by Crawford. 
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production enterprise, in 1969, offered work for young women who were otherwise 
unemployed.110
 
Since the early 1960s, some of the Tiwi regularly used the local bank agency to save 
money for desired European consumer goods such as radios, outboard motors and 
aluminium dinghies and wood stoves.111  Now they were able to make more purchases.  
By the early 1970s, the ration system at Nguiu was completely replaced by a monetary 
one.112   
 
Finally, another factor in the employment situation on the mission was an attempt by 
several Tiwi to obtain loans from the Welfare Branch to set up a wallaby meat industry 
and a timber processing company.113  Out of the proposal for the timber company grew 
Tiwi Treated Timber, which commenced operations at Paru on 15 December 1972.114  
Following the establishment of a mission-sponsored fishing company on behalf of the 
Nguiu community in 1969, a government grant was received in 1972 to employ a non-
Tiwi fishing supervisor.115  
 
No matter how much money came into the island communities, gambling remained an 
important method of cash and goods circulating around each community. This was 
especially noticeable after wages or social security benefits were paid or after people 
came home from employment on the mainland.  The arrival of an Air Force plane with 
                                                 
 
110 Parry, Suzanne, “Eucharia, Sister, also Pearce, Olive May (1914 - )”. In Carment, David and Wilson, 
Helen J.(Eds.), NTDB, Vol. 3, Darwin: NTUP, 1996, p. 93.  Bima Wear was originally called Tiwi 
Clothing.   Bima or Pima means “Bush Curlew”.  It is also one of the names of the wife of Purrukupali, a 
great Ancestral Being. 
 
111 Personal observation as Commonwealth Bank agent, Nguiu, 1960 - 1965.  NAA: F1/0, 1962/1051, (a) 
Bathurst Island Mission Annual Report, 1963-1964, op. cit., p. 4; (b) Catholic Mission, Bathurst Island 
Annual Report, 1964 - 1965, op. cit., p. 3. This conflicts with the evidence given to Tatz by mission staff 
that the people spent all of their money in the store - see Tatz (1964), op cit., p. 7. 
 
112 Cook, op. cit., p. 137. 
 
113 NMA: (a) Aidan Kantilla, Romuald Puruntatameri and Luke Apuatimi to the Director, Social Welfare 
Branch, 18/9/1969, and (b) Frank Kelantumama Jacob Puautjimi and Sylvester Fernando to the Director, 
Social Welfare Branch, 13/12/1969.  There is no indication that the latter application, for funds for the meat 
project, was successful.  
 
114 NMA: Manager, Tiwi Treated Timber, to Assistant Director, Social Welfare Branch, 17/1/1974. 
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returning labourers brought home not only cash but also consumer and domestic goods.  
These included clothing, radios, bicycles, doors for houses and steel rods to be used in the 
manufacture of fish spears.116 While not all people gambled, those who did were prepared 
to play for hours.  One man who owned a pressure lamp made money by renting the lamp 
out to players at night-time.117  People said they had to gamble if they were to have 
money to purchase goods.  Apart from some players losing their money and goods, the 
gambling brought other problems.118  It interfered with employment duties and, more 
importantly, it led to problems with the care of young children, as has been said.119  
Nevertheless, card playing continued to be widespread in the islands. 
 
Wider funding to the mission brought not only new facilities, services and utilities, it also 
brought new avenues of employment for some of the Tiwi.  Although it would no longer 
directly control most finances at Nguiu, the mission assisted in the development of 
economic, social and domestic projects in the town.  An umbrella organisation, the Nguiu 
Ullintjinni Association, was incorporated in 1971, to enable the community to receive 
government funding for such development.120  A Housing Association was also 
established, while the mission also assisted in the creation of initiatives through a Projects 
Officer.121   
 
While large scale government funding introduced the Tiwi to new sources of finance, to 
greater capital works, and to new equipment, it also required more staff to administer and 
                                                                                                                                                  
115 NMA: Project Officer, Catholic Mission, to Editor, Catholic Weekly, 14/12/1972. 
 
116 Personal observations, 1960-1965.  Gambling and kinship ensured that a number of mainland workers 
who brought goods and money back to the mission often had little or nothing next day. 
 
117 Personal observation. 
 
118 Nguiu Village Council Minutes, 24/5/1961.  The assistant superintendent, Nguiu, told the council that it 
was wrong for men with families to support to be gambling, especially when their wages were low. 
 
119 For instance, Nguiu Village Council Minutes, (a) 7/12/1961: Visiting Aboriginal medical assistant 
Phillip Waipuldanya Roberts told the council that gambling was rife on missions and settlements, and that it 
should stop at Nguiu; (b) 16/4/1962: The superintendent was not satisfied with the council’s efforts to 
suppress gambling during daytime; (c) 28/2/1964: The superintendent complained about lunch time 
gambling affecting the return to work of many people. 
120 NTN, 25/3/1971, Public Notice, intent of the Nguiu Ullintjinni Association to apply for incorporation. 
 
121 One initiative of the Nguiu Ullintjinni Association that did not come to fruition was a planned dairy to 
be located on Melville Island, and supply local and Darwin needs - NMA: President, Nguiu Ullintjinni 
Association, to Chairman, Office of Aboriginal Affairs, 20/12/1972, re proposal for dairy. 
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manage such development.  A build up of mission and Tiwi employed staff commenced 
from 1970, resulting in the largest non-Tiwi population in the islands since Fort Dundas 
was abandoned in 1829. 
 
By 1970, also, a time had been reached where the Tiwi were depending on a monetary 
system at the expense of the customary economy.  This was an indication of the level of 
social change in the islands.  On Melville Island employment was readily available for a 
number of people, while the situation on Bathurst Island was the reverse due to a poor 
water supply and insufficient finance.  The mission depended on migrant labour 
(mainland employment) to subsidise income and finances at Nguiu.   
 
Whatever the source of individual income, poverty remained in the islands.  This was 
partly corrected by the payment of full Social Security benefits to recipients and the 
introduction of the Training Allowance Scheme.  Gambling, despite the problems it 
brought, acted like the traditional system of reciprocity to ensure a spread of the available 
money and goods.  The availability of money meant that people could purchase European 
style goods desired by them, another step in the ladder of social and cultural change.  
 
The introduction of several new skills enabled a level of employment, especially for 
younger members of the Nguiu community. At the same time, the use of the new cultural 
skills led to changes in traditional art styles. 
 
Economic changes were not the only developments in the lives of the Tiwi.  Of 
importance also were new pieces of legislation and mission decisions that would open the 
way for the Islanders to gradually accept more responsibility for their own lives. 
 
Politics, Policies and Citizenship 
The decade from 1960 can be described as a cauldron in which official and mission 
policies, legislation, and local political education were mixed, giving birth to a self-
managing Tiwi community.  Richard Broome has written generally of this time: 
 
It should be remembered that the real changes from protective coercion to equality 
only came as recently as the 1960s…Therefore, all Aborigines over the age of 10 
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carry the psychological scars of having been oppressed at some stage of their 
lives.  One significant problem for many Aborigines in their present search for 
self-determination is the bolstering of their own identity and self-esteem.122
 
While this view does not fully reflect the reality in the Tiwi Islands, it does offer a 
background to the happenings that brought self-management to the islands.  The germs of 
local government and a basic understanding of the political system came to the Tiwi 
Islands with the creation of village councils at Milikapiti and Nguiu.  Initially, they were 
known as Tribal Councils.   
 
Such bodies were already operating in various forms in some other localities.  
Commenting on the progress of Indigenous communities in 1960-1961, the Northern 
Territory Administration stated that 
 
An interesting development is the establishment of several representative 
councils, one at the government settlement at Snake Bay, and others at Angurugu, 
Oenpelli and Bathurst Island Mission stations.  The constitution of the councils 
vary according to local conditions, but in all cases they are learning to deal with 
matters of common interest to the community they represent and to examine 
suggestions offered by the people themselves.  Practical action sponsored or taken 
during the year by the council at Bathurst Island included the construction of a 
new fish trap for each of the four local groups represented on the Council, a 
programme of house renovations at one of the aboriginal villages, working bees to 
improve roads, the planting of new market gardens, the opening of a project to 
build salt pans, and the digging of additional wells.123
 
The future of the councils was assured by the report of the Select Committee on Voting 
Rights of Aborigines which recommended the need for such bodies, and by a paper on 
village councils by the Welfare Branch’s senior research officer.124  This came at a time 
                                                 
122 Broome, op. cit., p. 187. 
123 Northern Territory Report for 1960-1961, p. 48. 
 
124 The Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia. House of Representatives. Report of the Select 
Committee on Voting Rights of Aborigines together with Minutes of Proceedings of the Committee, 
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when Rowley argued that Indigenous communities had no political representation.125  The 
development of councils could lead to “assistance on request”, offering self-respect to the 
Aborigines.  This did not stop the Branch seeing a danger of councils being established 
“primarily as an extension of the Superintendent’s authority…..rather than (to) formulate 
and represent the community’s will and attitudes”.126
 
This was not the situation in the Tiwi Islands.  The Snake Bay (Milikapiti) council began 
in March 1961, while its Nguiu counterpart held its first meeting on 19 April 1961.127  
While Bishop O’Loughlin supported the concept of a council at Nguiu, there appeared to 
be initial suspicion of it on the part of at least some of the missionaries at Nguiu and the 
fact that a lay person was chairing the meetings.  A number of the meetings were attended 
and addressed by several of the mission superintendents.128  This led Colin Tatz to write, 
 
While the mission authorities did not discourage its formation, they did nothing to 
encourage it:  its organisation and the training of councillors was in one man’s 
hands.129
 
At the beginning, bearing in mind the need to avoid conflict with the customary system of 
leadership, an effort was made to ensure the participation of some elders from each of the 
bands represented on the Nguiu council.  Whereas membership of the council was 
originally through consultation, it became an elected body, the Tiwi Local Native 
                                                                                                                                                  
Canberra: CGP, 1961; Long, Jeremy, Some Problems of Village Councils on Missions and Settlements, 
paper presented to the Missions - Northern Territory Administration Conference, Darwin, July, 1961. 
 
125 Rowley (1962), op. cit., p. 262. 
 
126 Annual Report of the Welfare Branch, Northern Territory Administration, 1960-1961, p. 5.  E.C. Evans, 
Cultural Factors Affecting Councils and Consultation, Welfare Branch, Darwin, undated (c. 1969), 
discusses cultural problems facing councils. 
 
127 The creation of the council grew out of queries by members of other bands, seeking to know what the 
writer was discussing in meetings with the Mandiimbula and Yeimpi bands.  What was being discussed was 
the development of the latter’s village, Paru.  Annual Report of the Welfare Branch, 1960-1961, op. cit.,  
pp. 58, 70. 
 
128 Nguiu Village Council Minutes, 1961-1965. 
 
129 Tatz (1964), op. cit., p. 207.  Erroneously, most publications, papers and reports relating to Nguiu do not 
refer to the first council which was formed in 1961. 
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Council, in November 1963.130  It must be acknowledged that an elected council 
foreshadowed further change in the Tiwi social system.131
 
While the Nguiu council concentrated its discussions and training on municipal issues 
and the ramifications of citizenship, the Milikapiti body also discussed social matters 
such as the problem of relationships and bride prices, which families were to move into 
new houses, and penalties for offenders against public order.132  In the case of the Nguiu 
council, in 1962, it was considered that it was not yet at a stage where community  
 
 
members would accept penalties actually imposed by the council.133  There was, 
furthermore, at that time, a danger of blurring council discussions about the imposition of 
penalties for misdemeanours in a European sense and the settling of punishments for 
breaches of customary law.  This became evident, as we have seen, at Milikapiti early in 
1962, when the council there allegedly “became a retribution tribunal of old men seeking 
to punish young men for breaches of tribal law, such as marrying women of their own 
choice rather than women ‘promised’ under the tribal system”.134  Its problems were 
small compared with those of the Maningrida Council caused by a lack of unity between 
different language groups and “antagonism towards ‘enemies’” in the settlement.135  
 
Consequently, the council was temporarily placed in abeyance by the superintendent.  
Under its policy of assimilation, which will be discussed, the government was interested 
                                                 
 
130 ABC corres: the first election was held on 30/11/1963. 
 
131 The change from the traditional elder system to an elected council became effective with the formation 
of a Town Council in the 1973.  See also Pilling, Arnold, “A Historical Versus a Non-Historical Approach 
to Social Change and Continuity Among the Tiwi”.  In Oceania, Vol. 32, No. 2, June 1962, p. 324, quoting 
an article by Darwin journalist Jim Bowditch about the first council: “Meetings of the council are chaired 
by John Morris, who guides the course, but does not tell the men…what they must do”. 
 
132 SBSP: SBIH, 16/12/1963 - 15/1/1964; MP: Excerpts from the Annual Report of the Welfare Branch, op. 
cit., p. 58. 
133 MP: Nguiu council file, questionnaire on village councils from the Welfare Branch, October 1962. 
 
134 Tatz (1964), op. cit., p. 206. 
 
135 Armstrong, (Rev.) Gowan, Social Change at Maningrida, Diploma of Anthropology thesis, University of 
Sydney, 1967, p. 66. 
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in council members capable of consultation on matters of a local government and social 
development nature.  Arguing for the creation of legally recognised settlement councils, 
Rowley pointed out that European Australia could not produce Indigenous leadership.136  
It could, however, he stated, provide the conditions and assistance for potential leaders.137  
Participation in village councils was one way that this could be done.  The importance of 
the fledgling councils was also seen by the Committee for Local Government in the 
Northern Territory Legislative Council which, in 1963, recommended an investigation 
with the view that some form of local government be created on missions and 
settlements.138
 
The creation of the Tiwi councils assisted the development of local political leadership.  
Meetings of the Nguiu council demonstrated a need for Adult Education classes with an 
emphasis on the Australian government and political systems.139  A lot of the education 
material, coming from the Department of Territories, related to the situation in Papua 
New Guinea.140  For the first time, council members also attended training programmes in 
Darwin, and were able to discuss matters with the Administrator, the Bishop, Welfare 
Branch officers, politicians and others who attended council meetings.  In the political 
sense, this was the initial step in the development of Tiwi spokesmen.  The same was 
occurring at Milikapiti.141  Nevertheless, as Owen Stanley points out, there was no 
effective local government at Nguiu until August 1971, when a new Village Council was 
formed.142   
                                                 
136 Rowley (1962), op. cit., p. 263. 
 
137 Ibid. 
 
138 ABC Radio News, Darwin, 16/11/1963.  It would be more than two decades before properly constituted 
local government came to the Tiwi Islands.  
139 MP: Select Committee on Voting Rights of Aboriginals, Evidence given to the Committee at Nguiu, 
30/7/1961 (typescript): evidence given by council members demonstrated the need for such education.  
 
140 Notes on the News, ABC Radio, 6/7/1960: During Aborigines Week in 1960, special emphasis was 
placed on the Indigenous people of Papua New Guinea.  In suggesting that Papua become the seventh State 
of Australia, the Northern Territory the eighth, and New Guinea the ninth, Sir Ralph Cilento pointed out 
that the “two million natives in the three territories” had few rights. The people of New Guinea, in 
particular, had no chance of citizenship.  A level of citizenship for the Tiwi was only four years away with 
the repeal of the Welfare Ordinance. 
 
141 SBSP: SBIH, March and October 1964. 
 
142 Stanley, Owen, An Aboriginal Economy: Nguiu, Northern Territory, Darwin: ANUNARU, 1983, p. 16. 
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The Tiwi community was able to put its fledgling political knowledge to the test in 1962, 
when Aborigines and Islanders in the Northern Territory gained the franchise.  Agitation 
for Indigenous representation in parliament had commenced in southern Australia in the 
1930s.  The matter was again taken up by Pastor (later Sir) Douglas Nicholls and Kim 
Beazley (Senior) in 1949.143  The decision eventually taken by the Federal government, in 
the early 1960s, was to investigate the question and circumstances of Aborigines and 
Islanders possibly being granted the franchise.  Indigenous representation in parliament 
was not considered.  Accordingly, on 18 April 1961, action was taken to appoint a Select 
Committee to enquire into the possible extension of Commonwealth voting rights to those 
Indigenous people who already did not have those rights.  The Tiwi Islands were among 
the localities where evidence was taken.144  The Committee did not accept certain views 
put to it in some localities, including proposals for tests in literacy, housing standards, 
permanency of employment, the individual’s bank balance, and an assessment of a 
person’s ability to consume alcohol as provisions for the right to vote.145   
 
On the recommendation of the committee, the Commonwealth Electoral Act was 
accordingly amended in 1962.146  While, as a temporary provision, enrolment was not to 
be compulsory for tribal and semi-tribal people, the Committee emphasised the need for 
sound policies in the area of education, employment, housing and training in political and 
civic duties as essential to the exercising of political rights.147   
 
In December 1962, the Tiwi voted for the first time, in elections for the Northern 
Territory Legislative Council.  It was evident at the Nguiu polling booth that training in 
the mechanics of voting and political institutions was essential. 148  Political and social 
                                                 
143 Attwood and Markus (1997), op. cit., pp. 84 - 85. 
 
144 The Committee deliberated and took evidence from 9/5/1961 to 29/8/1961, when its recommendations 
were finalised.  Nguiu and Milikapiti were visited on Sunday, 30/7/1961. 
145 Report of the Select Committee, op. cit., p. 9. 
 
146 Ibid; p. 8; Tatz (1964), op. cit., pp. 199 - 202. 
 
147 Report of the Select Committee, op. cit., p. 3.  While enrolment was then voluntary, voting was 
compulsory for those who did enrol. 
 
148 Personal observation.  The writer acted as an electoral official at the Nguiu voting booth.  Voters and 
would-be voters lined up at an early hour and the process was completed within a few hours. 
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change was also coming from other directions.  For one thing, in 1960, the Mayor of 
Darwin, Alderman N. Cooper, said he would resign if a colour bar was imposed in the 
new Darwin swimming pool.149  In the following years, integrated audiences in Darwin 
cinemas became a reality, as did the desegregation of patients in the Darwin Hospital with 
the construction of new wards. 
 
For several years there had been disquiet in the Northern Territory Legislative Council 
and in the Administration regarding the Welfare Ordinance.  On 19 February 1963, the 
Director of Welfare introduced into the Council three bills which the Northern Territory 
News described as “the most sweeping reforms in native welfare laws in the Northern  
 
Territory’s and Australia’s history”.150  Three bills relating to Social Welfare, Licensing 
and Wards’ Employment were introduced into the House.   
 
Under the legislation proposed in 1963, wardship over 18,000 Aborigines in the Territory 
would be abolished, along with associated social and legal restrictions.  They would be 
allowed to drink alcohol, including in public bars, without penalty, and under supervision, 
they would be allowed to drink in “native settlements”.151  They would be able to 
purchase methylated spirits providing it contained an “unpalatable additive”.152  
Aborigines would also be free to cohabit with Europeans without marrying them.  As 
former Chief Welfare Officer Ted Evans stated, the one aspect of the legislative changes 
“which caught the public eye more than any other” was the granting of drinking rights to 
adult Aborigines.153
 
                                                 
 
149 ABC Radio News, Darwin, 28/6/1960. 
 
150 NTN, 19/2/1964.  Similar reports appeared in other newspapers - See Stone, op. cit., p. 205. 
 
151 Stone, op. cit., p. 206. 
 
152 Ibid.  ABC Radio News, Darwin, 14/11/1963, reported that Northern Territory Aborigines would be 
given the right to drink in the next year (1964). 
 
153 Evans, op. cit., p. 9.  Tiwi man Peter Australia (Peter Athanasius Puruntatameri) was twice charged with 
supplying alcohol to an Aboriginal ward in Darwin, which he was not allowed to do as a citizen. 
The second case, in 1962, led to public indignation.  See NAA: A452/54, 1962/1614, “Representations by 
Various Organisations re Sentence Passed on Peter Australia in Darwin”. 
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Following an enquiry by a Select Committee of the Legislative Council, the Welfare 
Ordinance was repealed at midday on 15 September 1964.154  It was replaced by the 
Social Welfare Ordinance under which Aborigines would no longer legally be a separate 
class of people.  Their guardianship was abolished.155  Amendments to other ordinances, 
said Evans, ensured that no law in the Northern Territory placed restrictions on 
Aborigines and Islanders specifically as a race.156  However, the majority of Aborigines 
and Islanders, including virtually all of the Tiwi, while now being classed as full citizens, 
still lived, to some degree, under protective and restrictive legislation.157  Under the 
remaining restrictions alcohol could not be brought onto, or consumed, on a reserve.  
With the written authority of the Administrator or a designated delegate, Aborigines 
could be expelled from Indigenous communities if this was deemed to be “desirable for 
the maintenance of order”.158 Also, the Wards’ Employment Ordinance remained in force 
until new regulations were established.159  While most of this legislation was seen as 
protecting the well-being of Indigenous people, the fact that it related only to Aborigines 
can be considered discriminatory.  The politicians saw the retention of the permit system 
as being for the good of Aborigines resident on reserves.  The exceptions to this law were 
officials and politicians who visited communities in the course of their duties.  The 
continuation of the closed reserves eventually led Dr. John Hargrave to comment that  
 
an unstated policy of ‘reverse apartheid’…has led to a situation where it is almost 
impossible for the average person to mix on a day-to-day basis with Aborigines in 
their own environment (with the notable exception of the Tiwi).160  
                                                 
154 Manuscripts in the Mitchell Library:  ML MSS 2662, George Gibbs Memorial Collection re Aboriginal 
rights in the Northern Territory, 1951, 1961-1966, 1978, CY Reel 2114, Item 2:  During its enquiry, the 
Select Committee conducted a hearing at Nguiu.  Evidence was given by the superintendent, the author and 
five Tiwi.  No other hearings were held in the Tiwi Islands.  
 
155 The Social Welfare Ordinance was reserved on 5/8/1964, assented to on 20/8/1964, and came into force 
on 15/8/1964. 
 
156 Evans, op. cit., p. 9. 
 
157 Tatz, Colin, “Equal Rights for Aborigines”.  In The Round Table, Vol. 57, No. 228, October 1967,  
p. 443. 
 
158 Social Welfare Ordinance 1964, Section 18. 
 
159 Changes in the Laws in the Northern Territory, Northern Territory Administration, roneoed, 1964. 
 
160 Hargrave, John, The Best of Both Worlds: Aboriginal Health Then and Now, The seventh Eric Johnston 
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Despite their new-found “citizenship”, Aborigines and Islanders resident on mission 
stations and settlements noticed no difference in their daily lives.  Some Tiwi had seen  
the repeal of wardship as the gaining of award wages, others saw it in terms of the 
freedom to drink.  Prominent Tiwi, Matthias Ulungura lamented that drinking had 
become the focus of any understanding about citizenship.  As he said in his own words, 
“People here, if any man want citizen(ship), I not believe because they want citizen(ship) 
for drinking.  They spoil for everybody.  People have long way before citizenship.  Better 
young children made citizen.  Old people same age long me too hard”.161
 
It is difficult to estimate the depth of knowledge about citizenship on the part of many 
traditional people.  With a limited education about the political system, the Milikapiti 
Council, for instance, was confused about the meaning of the proposed legislation.162
 
Equally, it is difficult to gauge the Islanders’ appreciation of the circumstances and 
implications of the 1967 Referendum among remote Aborigines in the Northern Territory, 
including the Tiwi.  Those few people attending civics courses would have had some 
knowledge of the issues they were voting on in the referendum.  As it is, however, the 
referendum is, as we shall see, still surrounded by misunderstandings and confusion on 
the part of many Australians.  Voters were required to decide whether or not section 51, 
sub-section 26, and section 127 of the Commonwealth Constitution should be amended in 
favour of the Aboriginal and Island population of Australia.  Simply put, an alteration to 
section 51 would allow the Federal government to make special laws in respect of 
Indigenous people all over Australia.  Deletion of section 127 would allow Aborigines 
and Islanders to be counted in a Commonwealth census.  As the Constitution stood prior 
to the referendum, the Federal government was not permitted to do either of these things.   
                                                                                                                                                  
Lecture, 9 November 1992, Darwin: State Library of the Northern Territory Occasional Papers No. 36, 
1993, p. 15. Commodore Eric Johnston is a former Administrator of the Northern Territory.  Hargrave, a 
prominent Northern Territory medical specialist, referred to the fact that the Tiwi were quite willing to 
accept without, or at least with minimum, question Europeans who came to the islands, were prepared to 
talk to them on a friendly basis, and welcomed them into their villages.  It was up to each European staff 
member and visitor as to how he or she associated with the Islanders. 
 
161 Interview with Matthias Ulungura, Nguiu, 6/7/1963:  
 
162 SBSP: SBIH, June 1964. 
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Lobbying for changes to the Constitution commenced as early as 1910.  The lobbying 
related to calls for the Commonwealth to take over responsibility for Aboriginal welfare 
from the States.  Eventually, a long campaign spear-headed by the Federal Council for the 
Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders resulted in the government calling 
the referendum on 27 May 1967.163  The campaign’s theme song spoke of Aborigines 
“going to freedom”.  Due to inaccuracies both before and after the referendum, a 
mystique  
has been built up around it.  The referendum has been seen alternatively to grant full 
citizenship rights, the franchise, drinking rights, and equal rights and equal opportunity to  
Aborigines and Islanders.164  The successful vote, it is also believed, enabled the Federal 
government to pass legislation on behalf of Aborigines.  In truth, the parliament could 
already pass general legislation involving Indigenous people but not special laws for 
them.165  Recently, one woman suggested that the referendum meant that Aborigines were 
no longer counted as part of Australia’s flora and fauna.166
 
If politicians, advocates, members of the general public and prominent urban Aboriginal 
leaders had and have mistaken ideas about the value of the referendum, it would be 
interesting to evaluate the views of remote Indigenes on what it achieved for them.167  
Major achievements of the referendum were the uniting of Aborigines and non-
Aborigines in a common cause, and the rallying of Indigenous activist organisations to 
seek better rights for the Aboriginal and Islander community. 
 
In effect, the constitutional change did little immediately for the Tiwi.  They could now 
be counted in each Commonwealth census, beginning from 1971.  In terms of political 
                                                 
163 See Rights and Advancement, Newsletter of FCAATSI, No. 9, May-June 1967, for details of 
FCAATSI’s  campaign for the 1967 referendum. 
164 Even academics have made such errors.  See, for instance, Stevens, F., Black Australia, Sydney: 
Alternative Publishing Co-operative, 1981, p. 190.  
 
165 Ibid, pp. 37-47; Attwood, Bain and Markus, Andrew, “Representation Matters: The 1967 Referendum 
and Citizenship”. In Peterson and Sanders, op. cit., pp. 118-135.  
 
166 Pilot Guides, ABC TV, 2/6/2002. 
 
167 Attwood and Markus (1997), op. cit., pp. ix-x and 115 ff. offer comments by Aborigines, politicians and 
others on their understandings about the referendum; Attwood and Markus (1998) op. cit., p. 132. 
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advancement this meant little for them, but at least they were formally identified as 
people and as members of Australian society. 
 
In time, the Tiwi could apply for funding from the Office of Aboriginal Affairs, 
established in the wake of the referendum.  The creation of the Office, however, was the 
target for widespread criticism, being initially a small and coordinating advisory unit, 
with the administration of Aboriginal affairs remaining a State and Territory function.  
Rowley points out that, with its new powers, the Commonwealth could have appointed a 
Standing Committee with authority similar to that of the House of Representatives 
Committee on Insular and Indian Affairs in the United States.168  Such a body would have 
been a permanent forum for the Tiwi and other Indigenous groups to have their concerns 
listened to.  The advantage of such a forum was demonstrated in 1963 when a Select 
Committee examined the grievances of the community at Yirrkala Mission in Arnhem 
Land.169  A decision was taken in November 1965 not to appoint a Committee of this 
kind.  With the Prime Minister and Cabinet anxious that the government “should not 
magnify the Aboriginal problem out of its true reality”, the matter was not reconsidered 
after the 1967 referendum.170  This occurred in spite of the support of several members of 
the Federal Labor Opposition for the Yirrkala clans.171  The conservative attitude towards 
Aboriginal matters was evident, too, in the response to the walk-off from Wave Hill 
Station by Gurindji employees in 1966, for work related reasons, and their subsequent 
petition for land tenure at Wattie Creek (Daguragu) for pastoral purposes.172
 
The Prime Minister also saw fit to reaffirm the official policy of assimilation on 7 
September 1967, at a time when it was reaching the end of its life.  The policy was 
attacked by Bishop O’Loughlin as “segregationist”, while even the Director of Welfare 
                                                 
168 Rowley (1971), op. cit., p. 163. 
169 Ibid, pp. 147-167; Stone, op. cit., p. 203; “Land Issues Raised In The Parliament”. In On Aboriginal 
Affairs, No.8, May-June 1963, pp. 4 - 6; “The Yirrkala Land Issue”, In On Aboriginal Affairs, No. 9, July-
August 1963, pp. 4 - 5; “Yirrkala and Groote Eylandt”.  In On Aboriginal Affairs, No. 12, July-August 
1964, pp. 12 - 13. 
 
170 Ibid; Attwood and Markus (1997), op. cit., p. 61. 
 
171 Labor politicians Kim Beazley (Senior) and Gordon Bryant, in particular, supported the people of 
Yirrkala Mission, as well as fighting for improvements in the Indigenous community in the 1960s.   
 
172 See Hardy, op. cit., 1968. 
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urged the discontinuation of the terms “assimilation” and “integration”.173  It was 
criticised by people who doubted that Aborigines “could be conceived as an ensemble of 
autonomous individuals”.174  Indigenous society was, and is, comprised of tribal or 
language groups, such as the Tiwi, or urban or rural communities.  The strength of this 
society, as Rowse says, lay in its “group life”.175  Traditional Aborigines, in their group 
structure, were demonstrating that aspects of their respective cultures, although 
sometimes modified, remained a part of their lifestyle.176
 
Tatz argues that there was a wide gap between the policy of assimilation and its 
administrative practice.177  Assimilation, he contends, “is equated with poverty, disease, 
malnutrition, unemployment and the pauperisation of Aborigines”.178  This claim is 
supported in part by comments made in the Northern Territory Legislative Council, in 
August 1962, demonstrating the comparative failure of the assimilation programme: 
 
After twelve years of application of cradle to the grave guidance of Aborigines in 
the Territory and at a cost of many (millions) of pounds to the Australian 
taxpayers, the Government is unable to point to even one Aborigine who has 
graduated to higher education.  After twelve years the Welfare Branch of the 
Northern Territory Administration (does) not consider that more than eighty of its 
charges, including children, (are) suitable for acceptance as citizens.179
 
                                                 
 
173 Powell, op. cit., p. 236: Giese stated that the terms did not describe “present policies”, and could lead to 
“overtones of racial arrogance and intolerance”. 
 
174 Rowse, Tim, “Indigenous Citizenship and Self-Determination: The Problem of Shared Responsibilities”. 
In Peterson and Sanders, op. cit., p. 88. 
 
175 Ibid. 
176 For instance, bark painting observed at Port Keats (Wadeye), the importance of cultural taboos 
impressed on me at Delissaville (Belyun), the largely hunting and gathering economy in north-central 
Arnhem Land. 
 
177 Tatz, Colin, “Aborigines: Equality or Inequality”.  Reprinted from The Australian Quarterly, March 
1966, p. 4. 
 
178 Ibid. 
 
179 Northern Territory Legislative Council Debates, 22/8/1962, p. 3404, quoted in Stevens (1981), op. cit., 
p. 26.  Tatz (1967), op. cit., p. 443: At the same time, 80 per cent of the traditional children in the Northern 
Territory were attending school.  
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With recognition that Indigenous people would not forcibly surrender all of their customs 
and values in the name of a European-Australian standard of living, the official policy 
definition was changed in July 1965.  It now read “the policy of assimilation seeks that all 
persons of Aboriginal descent will choose to attain a similar manner and standard of 
living of other Australians and live as members of a single Australian community”.180  
This was a quantum leap from the first definition of assimilation set down in 1951, in 
which authority sought to make Aborigines and Islanders compulsorily take on a 
European lifestyle.181  In the words of Tatz, “the concept of Aboriginal choice (was) a 
distinct movement away from the traditional paternalism…”.182   
 
Under the Welfare Ordinance 1953, missions and settlements, including Nguiu and 
Milikapiti, were centres of paternalistic care and control.  The situation gradually changed 
with the slow dismemberment of the policy of assimilation from the late 1960s.  This 
policy was replaced by an unofficial one of integration.  Consultation increasingly 
replaced the previous authoritative approach used by the Welfare Branch and the 
missionaries. 
 
The germs of land rights were also evolving in the Tiwi Islands.  An understanding of the 
land being reserved for the people’s use came though civics classes. Concurrently, 
tradition dictated the islands to be theirs by customary lore.  Europeans were present in 
the islands by sufferance.183  The residents of Milikapiti indicated this strong feeling of 
ownership through their resistance to the establishment of tourist facilities on Melville 
Island.  Concern for the environment was demonstrated by opposition to proposed wood 
chipping in 1972, and, later, to a government mineral survey in 1974 and to sand mining  
                                                                                                                                                  
 
180 Stevens, F.S., “Parliamentary Attitudes to Aboriginal Affairs”. In Stevens, F.S. (Ed.), Racism: the 
Australian Experience, Volume 2, Black Versus White, Sydney: Australian and New Zealand Book 
Company, 1972, p. 114. 
 
181 See p. 188, this thesis.  
 
182 Tatz (1966), op. cit., p. 5. 
 
183 Discussions with Tiwi people, 1960-1965. 
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in 1992.184 Nevertheless, some residents of Milikapiti enquired about the leasing of land 
and self-help housing, although their understanding of the concept of both was not 
clear.185   
 
A recommendation by the Lands Committee of the Northern Territory Legislative 
Council led to legislation providing for pastoral, agricultural and miscellaneous leases on 
Northern Territory reserves, in respect of Aborigines.  This came into operation at the end 
of 1970.186  In 1971, the Bishop, backed by Dick Ward, MLC, called for Bathurst Island 
to be returned to the Tiwi.  The Bishop argued that the Tiwi regarded the island as their 
own, and there was no incentive for them to work it unless they legally owned it.187  
Three months later, the Nguiu Town Council applied for a special purpose lease over the 
whole of the island.188
 
For the Tiwi of Nguiu, the formation of the Northern Territory Catholic Missions 
Council, in July 1969, following the decision by Bishop O’Loughlin to surrender his 
authority in respect of the Catholic stations in the Territory meant, as we have seen, the 
beginning of a new era.189  This was assisted by Prime Minister William McMahon’s 
stated aim of “an increased role for Indigenous people in the management of their own 
affairs”.190  In December 1972, the new policy of self-determination, under the incoming 
                                                 
 
184 “Tribal leaders opposed to woodchip plan – Darwin told”. In NTN, 2/5/1972; “Leaders to petition 
against woodchip”. In NTN , 3/5/1972;  MP: District Adviser, DAA, to President, Snake Bay Council, July 
1974, re proposed mineral survey; “Money and cars come and go, the land is our mother”. In The Age, 
26/2/1992, re proposed sand mining.  See p. 336, this thesis. 
 
185 BIMIAR, op. cit., p. 6. 
 
186 ABC Radio News, Darwin, 13/5/1965; On Aboriginal Affairs, No. 17, March 1967, pp. 10-11. 
 
187 “Ward backs Bishop’s call for Tiwi land rights”. In NTN, 8/6/1971. 
 
188 “Seek lease over Bathurst Island”. In NTN, 11/9/1971.  The election of the Whitlam Government in 
December 1972, brought an end to the lease scheme. 
 
189 Personal communication with Father Peter Hearn, 31/7/2002; NMA: Copy of the constitution of the  
Northern Territory Catholic Missions Council (hereafter NTCMC).  Wilson, M.J., “Northern Territory 
Catholic Missions Council”. In Nelen Yubu, Vol. 17, 1983, p. 11.  The NTCMC constitution was drafted in 
1969 and was formally accepted in 1973. 
 
190 Parry and Austin (1998), op. cit., pp. 24 - 25; Department of Aboriginal Affairs Report of activities for 
the period 19 December 1972 30 June 1974, Canberra: AGPS, 1974 (henceforth DAA. 1974), pp. 6-7. 
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Federal Labor Government, opened the way for the government and the mission to 
withdraw from the islands. 
 
In the meantime, with the inception of village councils and civics training, the Tiwi 
gradually gained a basic understanding about politics, government and policies.  There 
was an appreciation of political developments in the sister territory of Papua-New 
Guinea, the Tiwi being able to relate to another Indigenous people.  Politically and 
socially the Tiwi gained from the granting of the franchise and “citizenship”.  The gains 
were not everything that could be desired.  Likewise, the 1967 referendum, with the 
mystique surrounding it, was of no immediate benefit to the Tiwi, although in a few years 
time they  
would be able to apply for assistance from the Federal Government when a policy of 
funding came into being.  The Islanders may not have been aware of it, but with the 
advent of the Whitlam Government, the authority of mission and settlement officials was 
waning. 
 
Cultural Practices - Continuity and Change 
Throughout the 1960s, cultural changes occurred at a greater pace than in the past.  The 
traditional culture continued to be practised, however, although in a modified manner.  
Even the local language was being modified to cater for the changing lifestyle and 
cosmos of the Islanders.191  Previously, the language was enlarged with adoptions from 
the Indonesia and Iwaidja languages.  Now, apart from the division between old and new 
Tiwi, the vernacular incorporated Tiwi versions of words borrowed from the English 
language.  These reflected the depth of contact with the European-Australian culture, 
ranging from konipini (convent) to mutuputi (motorboat) and jilingi (shilling, now ten 
cents) to papuwaya (barbed wire).  At the same time, spoken English was more developed 
in some other communities. 
 
Avoidance taboos remained a strong part of Tiwi culture.  In 1960, a young single Tiwi 
woman was allocated to work with her brother and a European who had been slotted into 
a band and skin group that were not “straight” with hers.  A meeting of relevant Tiwi was 
                                                 
191 See Lee (1993), op. cit. p. ix, 343-365. 
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held to decide whether she would be permitted to take on the position.  In another 
incident, a staff member, also at Nguiu, complained about a Tiwi male worker who took a 
circuitous route while on a message, rather than taking a more direct path.   He was seen 
by the staff supervisor to be avoiding work, when in fact he was taking the longer route to 
avoid his mother-in-law.192   
 
By the 1960s, church marriages were the norm at Nguiu and for some couples at 
Milikapiti.  With the opening of a church in Milikapiti in the late 1960s, those who 
desired a formal marriage no longer had to travel to Nguiu. At the same time, the cost of 
brides was getting higher, to the stage where attempts were made to place a cap on these.  
At Milikapiti there was an attempt to use an introduced facility, in the form of the village 
council, to punish wrongdoers who ignored the “promised bridesystem”.193  The council, 
as we have seen, allegedly “became a retribution tribunal of old men seeking to punish 
young men for breaches of tribal law, such as marrying women of their own choice rather 
than women ‘promised’ under the tribal system”.194  A number of Tiwi had formed unions 
with mainland partners since the 1930s.195  This continued in the period after 1959. 
 
Except in one or two instances, there was no great disparity in the ages of partners 
married in the church.  There was also a balance in the numbers of each sex aged under 
sixteen and other young adults who would be married in the future.196   
 
At times, however, traditional beliefs and customs still impeded marriages.  A couple at 
Milikapiti who wished to be formally married under European-Australian law faced 
opposition from their respective families.  Eventually, approval was given and the couple 
were married in the first non-traditional union at Milikapiti 15 December 1962.197  
                                                 
192 Personal participation by the author in each of these incidents.  
193 SBSP: SBIH, 16/12/1963 - 15/12/1964. 
 
194 See p. 165, this thesis.  
 
195 As we have seen, partnerships were formed with mainland women captured in the nineteenth century 
and with Iwaidja men during Joe Cooper’s era. 
 
196 O’Carrigan, John and Morris, John, “Christian Marriage and Family Life on Bathurst Island”. In Arnhem 
Land Epistle, October 1964, p. 4.  
 
197 Welfare Branch Northern Territory Administration, Annual Report 1962-63, p. 64.  The couple, Michael 
and Rosemary Wilson (Kerinaiua) were married by Father John Fallon, acting as a marriage registrar.  
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Between 1961 and 1970, Milikapiti men who were promised to girls from Nguiu were 
married in the mission church.  
 
Complications of another type followed the marriage of Packsaddle Laurie Tipilawurra 
and Eusebia Kurataiua in 1960.198  Eusebia belonged to the Stone skin (totem), while 
Packsaddle’s skin was of March Fly.  Custom dictates that these groups cannot marry.  
The bride, formerly of Paru village, had been widowed in 1958.199  As a widow, her 
future became a matter of loud debate, splitting the community.  One side argued that 
Eusebia should move into the camp of her uncle, Alicio Tipungwuti, also of the Stone 
totem.  Alicio wanted her to marry his son Jacko.  Matthias Ulungura, with whose family 
Eusebia had been living since the death of her husband, considered that she had a free 
will and could choose another husband for herself.  She desired Packsaddle.   
 
In the row that followed, Alicio held to the old customs, while Matthias argued that a 
“new law”, that is Australian law, now existed in the islands.  At one stage, Alicio, an old 
man with a lot of support, painted himself in the old style of feuding.  A priest suggested 
that maybe the government should be asked to pay Alicio to gain Eusebia’s 
independence.  However, when the conflict died down, Packsaddle and Eusebia were 
married at night, overcoming any further arguments.200
 
In 1961, while hunting on Melville Island, Packsaddle suffered a stroke.  He claimed to 
have seen and fired at a mopaditti (devil devil) which then caused him to be afflicted.  
Members of his band, the Mandiimbula, carried him to Paru and then took him across to 
Nguiu by canoe.  One part of the Tiwi community blamed the Mandiimbula for 
Packsaddle’s situation, apparently because he was hunting with members of his band 
when the disaster struck him.  Others claimed that the mopaditti was a mainland debil 
debil (devil devil) which affected Packsaddle because of the “wrong” marriage.201   
 
                                                 
 
198 Nguiu Church Marriage Register Entry No. 159, 17/2/1960. 
 
199 Nguiu Church Deaths Register Entry No.346, 23/4/1958, Billy Bush Kurataiua. 
200 Interview with Matthias Ulungura, 26/5/1963.  Jacko Tipungwuti died on 22/10/1960. 
 
201 Ibid. 
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As mentioned earlier, elders at Milikapiti attempted to use their place on the local council 
to reprimand young men who were breaking customary law by taking wives of their own 
choice.  In 1964, one such marriage led to arguments and near violence.  Max Daniels 
Wundjitta, of Milikapiti, and Agnes Munkanome, of Nguiu, who was not his “promise” 
but his choice, were secretly married on the mission late at night by a priest.202  They 
were subjected to much abuse next morning, the groom narrowly escaping being 
injured.203
 
After eight years of church weddings being the rule in the Nguiu area, an exception 
occurred in March 1965, when a tribal union took place in Paru village.  However, the era 
of tribal marriages was gradually coming to an end.  There was at least one more incident 
of the mission being involved in the Tiwi marriage system when Father John Fallon 
witnessed a document freeing a girl promised to a mature-aged man.204
 
In one instance, in the early 1960s, a Church wedding at Nguiu did not follow the usual 
commitment to western practice.  At the end of the service, the bridegroom walked out of 
the church, stripped down to his naga and went off hunting with some friends, leaving the 
bride standing with her family.205  This did not affect the marriage. 
 
As Goodale reported, deliberate abortions were at times performed by wives or girls in 
pre-marital and extra marital relations at Milikapiti in the early 1960s.  Methods used 
included the consumption of very hot food or drink, the drinking of the milk of the milk-
wood tree, or the more drastic jumping from a tree or hitting the womb with a stick.206  
The reasons offered for such action ranged from fear of having a weak baby if pregnancy 
occurred too soon after the girl reached puberty to a fear by some young wives that 
pregnancy would affect their love life.207  Goodale felt that abortions had become more 
                                                 
 
202 Nguiu Church Marriage Register Entry No. 182, 3/1/1964. 
 
203 Personal observation.  The couple were still happily married in July 2000. 
204 NMA: On 27/3/1969, Tommy Stockman Wommatakimi put his sign on a document allowing Regina 
Portaminni to marry a man of her own choice.  
 
205 Personal observation. 
 
206 Goodale (1974), op. cit., p. 145.   
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common in more recent years, as in the past a woman only gained real status by 
becoming a mother.208  On the other hand, neo-natal infanticides appear to be a matter of 
history in the Tiwi community. 
 
The Pukumani was always strong at Milikapiti, and except for a few occasions continued 
at Nguiu and Paru in the 1960s.  The attitude of the mission towards the ceremony rested 
with the attitude of the supervising priest at any one time. In 1961, men were banned from 
receiving sacraments in the church for taking part in “Sorry business”.209  At least twice 
in 1968, action was taken at Nguiu to ban mortuary ceremonies.  In each case relatives 
signed or put their marks on a paper stating that they did not want Pukumani ceremonies 
for a deceased family member.210  The demands of regular work meant that, except where 
old people were the only ones involved, ceremonies were confined to weekends and 
holiday periods. A week of Sorrow ceremonies took place in Nguiu and Paru, culminating 
on 3 January 1965, in the biggest and most spectacular Pukumani in that part of the 
islands for many years.  This ceremony, held in Paru and involving a large payment for 
trade goods to be presented to participants, honoured the famous artist Cardo 
Kerinaiua.211  Changing attitudes to customary lore are seen in the fact that, despite the 
importance of this particular ceremony, a football match was conducted at Nguiu at the 
same time.212  In 1960, Pukumani ceremonies conducted at Milikapiti cost 200 - 300 
pounds in cash.  The ceremony for Cardo would have cost much more, payment in this 
case being in trade goods. 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
207 Ibid.  See also, Mobbs, Robyn, Fertility Controls Elemental to Human Populations Focussing on 
Aboriginal Australia.  A Study in Medical Anthropology, BA (Hons.) thesis, University of Queensland, 
June 1979, p. 58. 
 
208 Goodale (1974), op. cit., pp. 145 - 146. 
 
209 Personal observation. 
210 NMA: papers in respect of Edwin John Threefella Pilakui, who died on 24/9/1968, and Laurie Pilakui, 
who died on 18/10/1968.  Each paper was witnessed by Father John Fallon.  Father Leo Weardon of Nguiu, 
advised, on 3/8/2002, that after spending some time in New Guinea, Father Fallon returned to the Tiwi 
Islands.  Upon his return, he apologised to the Tiwi for attempting to stop the mortuary ritual. 
 
211 Personal involvement.  ABC corres, 3/1/1965. 
 
212 Personal observation:  Players from Milikapiti arriving in Paru enroute to Nguiu for the game stopped 
briefly to cry, showing their sorrow in the traditional way.  The writer, on another occasion, entered the 
village of Polari-tara during a Pukumani.  Participants stopped their crying to greet me, then resumed their 
show of sorrow.  
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The Tiwi themselves brought alternatives to the traditional Pukumani ritual to the islands. 
Two of these were conducted at Paru in 1963 and 1965, demonstrating the acceptance of 
outside “business” by at least some of the Tiwi.213  Each performance involved only a 
small number of participants and observers.  
 
A Mumor, the mortuary ceremony of the Iwaidja people, was performed at Paru in 1963.  
Possibly this had earlier been performed there during the tenure of Joe Cooper.  Apart 
from several Iwaidja who were employed on the reafforestation project, those in  
 
attendance were Paru residents, including two men of Iwaidja origins.214   
 
The second “Sorrow”, a combination of Tiwi and Iwaidja mortuary rituals, was conducted 
by Tiwi men and women in January 1965.  It was described as “little bit business, not 
much”, none of the participants being painted, something unusual at the time.215   
 
Perhaps it was a sign of changing times when later in 1965, instead of the usual Pukumani 
a feast was held at which the deceased man being mourned was discussed.  European 
clothing was worn by the participants, and a prior approach was made to the mission 
seeking black armbands.  The affair, which was not influenced by the mission, gave the 
impression, in some ways, of a European wake.216
 
The Pukumani remained the major “Sorrow” ritual, although occasionally they were 
subjected to modifications by the organisers.  In one instance, instead of producing the 
traditional carved and painted poles, metal ones manufactured for a public performance in 
Darwin were used at Nguiu.217  The modification for a Pukumani held at Milikapiti in 
                                                 
 
213 To the best of my knowledge, these were the only “foreign” ceremonies carried out in the islands in the 
1960s.  Possibly the forestry workers from Arnhem Land also performed at Milikapiti, though I have 
located no record of such.  “Business” refers to ceremonies.   
214 Personal observation, 22/6/1963. Interview with Matthias Ulungura, 29/6/1963: the Iwaidja involved 
were blood relations of the Mandiimbula of Paru, dating back to Cooper’s time. 
 
215 Personal observation, and discussion with participants, 2/1/1965. 
 
216 Personal observation.  NMA: Catholic Mission, Bathurst Island Annual Report 1964/1965, op. cit., p. 3. 
 
217 Personal observation. 
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August 1967 was not so drastic, although it was unusual.  In this instance, instead of 
cutting and carving new poles, ones used in an earlier ceremony were renovated by 
artists.218
 
The Kulama increase ceremony, while still acknowledged by the Tiwi for its role in their 
culture, was becoming less significant in terms of participation.219  In January 1965, a 
series of these rituals took place on both Bathurst and Melville Islands.220  The attendance 
of all Tiwi children at school and the employment of school leavers, however, meant that 
few were being initiated into the traditionally dictated method of ritual.  This was the 
situation in Nguiu and Milikapiti. As Jane Goodale stated in 1963, the knowledge was 
being passed on only to a few.221  There were other changes, too, by 1969; the most 
significant being that the Kulama no longer carried its previous importance as part of the 
initiation process.  Further, it was no longer performed in the seclusion of the bush.222  
Thus, although it continued in its modified form, the Kulama, too, was changed 
significantly as a result of cross-cultural contact. 
 
Art styles, too, were undergoing change.  Some carvings were becoming larger, and on 
several occasions Pukumani poles (turtini) were decorated with house paint rather than 
the traditional ochre.  One man, who had spent time at Wadeye (Port Keats) adopted the 
Murinbata style of bark painting, right down to the shape of the bark.223  The two most 
dramatic innovations in Tiwi art at the time were the development of silk screen printing 
and the introduction of pottery. 
 
Tiwi Designs, commenced by European teacher Madeleine Drenth (later Clear) in 1969, 
produced wood block and then silk screening printing by two Nguiu artists, Bede 
Tungutalum and Giovanni Tipungwuti.  The art-work featured traditional island designs.  
                                                 
218 BIMIAR, op. cit., p. 5. 
 
219 See pp. 91-92, this thesis; Morris (2001), pp. 20 - 21.  
 
220 ABC corres, 29/1/1965.  Personal observation of one ritual. 
221 Goodale (1963), op. cit., p. 16.  
 
222 Brandl, op. cit., p. 476. 
 
223 Interviews with July Kerinaiua, Paru, and a study of his art, 1963. 
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From 1 May 1970, Tiwi Designs was operated as a partnership by the two young men.224  
As exhibitions were held interstate and the enterprise developed, Miss Drenth also 
commenced proceedings for an arts centre on the island.225   
 
Tiwi Pottery grew out of training in this craft by Eddie Puruntatameri and John Bosco 
Tipiloura, in 1969, at a ceramic unit set up at Bagot settlement by the University of New  
 
Wales.226  With the assistance of Catholic Missions, a pottery was established at Nguiu in 
1972.  Supporting the proposal for the pottery, Professor Ivan McMeekin saw it as an 
activity that enabled the Indigenous craftsman to make new use of materials that have a 
place in his traditional life.227  McMeekin continued: 
 
Perhaps in this way potting may be able to help build a bridge between his 
traditional culture and the wider community and a new way of life which, it 
seems, he will inevitably be drawn into.228
 
The sewing skills of Tiwi women also brought Tiwi artistic culture into a new sphere with 
the creation of Bima Wear by Sister Mary Eucharia Pearce in 1969.229  Initially, Bima 
Wear produced clothing, including school uniforms.  Later, Sister Eucharia realised there 
was a market for fashion-art clothing, incorporating Islander designs.  Material decorated 
by Tiwi Designs was used in the production of ladies’ dresses, wall hangings and other 
items.230
                                                 
224 Pye, op. cit., p. 69 - 70; “Tiwi Designs Exhibition”. In Identity, January 1971, p. 16. Tiwi Designs was 
also known as Tiwi Design.  See also Vanags, Maija Anita, “Tiwi Artist – Bede Tungutalum”. In JNTH , 
Issue No. 6, 1995, pp. 54 - 59. 
 
225 “Arts centre at Bathurst”. In NTN, 18/10/1971. 
226 Bagot Ceramics Unit, Welfare Division of the N.T.A. leaflet, n.d. (c. 1972); Arts Council of Australia 
(N.T. Division) presents an exhibition of Bagot Pottery and Bathurst Island Crafts August 10th - 15th, 
Darwin, 1971; Tiwi Pottery Bathurst Island, Sydney: Aladdin Gallery, 1977, p. 4; Barnes, op. cit., p. 92. 
 
227 McMeekin, Ivan, A Feasibility Study for the Establishment of Craft Potteries for Aborigines @ (sic) 
Bathurst Island, Port Keats and Milingimbi, Northern Territory, Vol. 1, (Ivan McMeekin, Department of 
Ceramic Engineering, School of Chemical Technology, University of New South Wales), Unisearch House, 
Kensington, N.S.W., 1972, p. 4. 
 
228 Ibid. 
 
229 Parry, op. cit., p. 93; Cook, op. cit., p. 162.   
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Through their culture the Tiwi continued to display a strength of identity, although many 
aspects of the culture had changed or were changing.  The changes indicated the impact 
brought to the Islanders, not only through the teachings and training of the mission and 
the government, but also through education, contact with other Indigenous groups and the 
outside world, and through approaches by European artists. 
 
Overall, the changes were an indication of the acceptance of wider cultures and social 
systems, although there were efforts by elders to maintain the status quo.  The traditional 
Tiwi culture had not been fully surrendered. 
 
Exporting Tiwi Identity 
The Tiwi lifestyle was also undergoing change in the face of wider contact with the 
outside world.  The island culture was partly responsible for this.  Tiwi dancers from the 
several communities and a boys’ choir from Nguiu proved to be prize winners in the 
Darwin Eisteddfod.231  In 1963, Tiwi dancers joined others from Daly River and Yirrkala, 
as the Aboriginal Theatre, to perform in Sydney.232  Other groups performed in Perth in 
1967, in Canberra in the next year, and in Sydney again in 1970.  A man from Nguiu also 
took part in Expo 1970 in Japan.233  The partners in Tiwi Designs exhibited their art in 
Sydney in 1971. 
 
Contact with people from Nauru and Papua New Guinea introduced members of the Tiwi 
community to other cultures then under Australian administration.234  Max Daniels, from 
Milikapiti, visited Melanesian communities in Papua New Guinea, New Zealand and 
other South Pacific countries under a Churchill Fellowship.235  In addition, several Tiwi 
met the King and Queen of Thailand in Adelaide.   
                                                                                                                                                  
230 See Stanley, op. cit., pp. 23, 25. 
231 “Abo. Dancers in N.T. Eisteddfod”. In NQR, 13/8/1960; NMA: Annual Report Bathurst Island Mission 
1962-1963, p. 1. 
 
232 Aboriginal Theatre, programme, 1963. 
 
233 Barnes, op. cit., p. 52. 
 
234 Discussions with various Tiwi, 1960s; SBSP: MS 1602/2, Item 22, Settlement Services to School, not 
folioed, Tiwi men to attend Royal Sydney Show, 1961. 
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Basketball and football had become part of the Tiwi culture.  Through participation in the 
Darwin Football League the Island men continued to gain recognition for their skill.  The 
first player to play interstate was David Kantilla, who, from 1961, played for South 
Adelaide in the South Australian Football League for seven seasons.  In 1970, Tiwi boys 
were included in a Northern Territory Aboriginal Schoolboy Football team which 
undertook an interstate tour.236
 
The world also came to the Tiwi Islands, which by the 1960s were a showcase for 
national and international visitors, ranging from vice-royalty to college students.237  This 
added to the Islanders’ knowledge of the world beyond their cosmos.  At the same, most 
adults were prepared to talk to the visitors man to man or woman to woman.  A visiting 
Governor-General, Lord D’Lisle, was approached by an elderly man who, in Tiwi 
English, enquired about wages for World War Two service.238
 
People who returned from the south brought back stories of noise and crowds, and of 
strange sights such as the Sydney Harbour Bridge and animals in Taronga Park Zoo.239
 
Involvement with the outside world impressed the Tiwi.  It introduced them to new ideas 
and new cultures from various sources.  Although the Tiwi were accepting and becoming 
part of the wider world, their identity, sports skills and art forms were being recognised 
and appreciated by a wider audience.  Travel had introduced a few Islanders to life in 
large cities and to other Indigenous cultures.  Closer to home, however, suspicion and 
aggression towards several mainland Aboriginal groups prevailed. 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
235 Interview with Max Daniels Wundjitta, Milikapiti, 3/7/2000. 
236 1970 Northern Territory Aboriginal Schoolboy Football Tour, Darwin: Social Welfare Branch, 1970. 
 
237 Personal observation.  SBSP: MS 1602/2 Item 13, SBIH, September 1957.  
 
238 Personal observation.  The Governor-General’s aide-de-camp asked the author whether the islands had 
been a German colony as the elderly Tiwi concerned was named Bismark Kerinaiua. 
 
239 Men at Nguiu were impressed about Sydney Harbour Bridge, saying that a bridge should be built 
between the two main islands.  When Benedict Munkara told the gathering about a giraffe, there was 
disbelief about an animal with such a long neck.  The men walked away from Benedict, telling me to do the 
same, as he was a “liar”. 
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The Transformation Accelerates 
By 1965, the impression made by European culture was evident, with dinghies and 
outboard motors gradually replacing dugout canoes, and lap laps and nagas giving way to 
European clothing.  Radios and English language reading material were more in demand.  
European dancing was being taught to the older girls at Nguiu.  People were responding 
to requests by the Nguiu council to use their surnames.240  Towards the end of the decade, 
teaching assistant Bernard Tipiloura was appointed to the Aborigines Benefits Trust Fund 
(ABTF) committee to advise the government on the distribution of moneys from the 
fund.241
 
Bishop Gsell’s policy of waiting for the Tiwi to accept Christianity paid off.  In 1963, 95 
per cent of the Tiwi were Catholics, although an experiment in training young women as 
nuns did not succeed.242  The mission attempted to incorporate traditional culture into its 
church services in Nguiu.  At Milikapiti, the church featured Tiwi carvings and wall 
hangings.243  The progress was not one-sided, the government commenting that  
 
It is probable that the Bathurst Island people have gone further than any other 
Northern Territory group in integrating the Church with its beliefs and rituals into 
Aboriginal culture and society.244
 
On the other hand, the Tiwi were not accepting of Karel Kupka’s painting of the Black 
Madonna and Child in St. Mary’s Cathedral in Darwin.  The Tiwi considered the 
Madonna to have “a Brinken face”, the Brinken being one of the tribes of whom the Tiwi 
had been suspicious for many years.245  The Islanders’ suspicion of the Brinken and other 
                                                 
240 ABC corres, 14/8/1963. 
 
241 Northern Territory Report for 1969-70, op. cit., p. 41.  The ABTF was responsible for royalties received 
by the government from mining and other non-Indigenous economic ventures on Aboriginal reserves in the 
Territory. 
 
242 “School for native nuns”.  In NTN, 10/12/1960.  At least one lady of maternal Tiwi descent became a 
nun, serving in Papua and the Tiwi Islands. 
 
243 Morris, John, “Christianity Welcomes Tribal Lore”. In Arnhem Land Epistle, March 1969, pp. 1-2. 
 
244 NAA: F1/0, 62/1051, Milliken, op. cit., p. 3. 
 
245 Conversation between Tiwi employed at Catholic Mission Headquarters, Darwin, and Elaine Morris, 
14/5/1966.  See Chapter 2, this thesis, regarding the attitude of the Tiwi towards the Brinken. 
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tribes to the south of Darwin was demonstrated in the early 1960s.  A party of Murinbata 
men from Port Keats (Wadeye) who were passengers on the Catholic Missions lugger 
Margaret Mary, had to camp on the beach at Nguiu when the vessel anchored off 
Bathurst  
 
Island during an overnight stay.  Due to a fear that the Murinbata would perform magic 
on  
them, Tiwi people residing in the villages along the beach abandoned their houses for the 
night, moving towards the rear of the mission station.246  In Darwin, conflict occurred 
between Tiwi and Groote Eylandters.247  On the other hand, the Islanders were accepting 
of Western society. 
 
Perhaps a telling sign of the acceptance of European culture by the Tiwi was a notice in 
the Darwin newspaper in 1972, advising that the only spokesmen for the people of 
Bathurst Island were the Nguiu Village Council, the executive of the Nguiu Ullintjinni 
Association and the Bishop of Darwin or his representative.248  In a political sense, the 
power of the elders was declining, and in the near future a dichotomy would develop 
between the young and the old.249  Nevertheless, the Islanders were signifying their 
“Tiwiness”, and would continue to do so. 
 
Conclusion 
The period from 1960 to 1972 was an important one in the social, economic and cultural 
life of the Tiwi.  Importantly, advances occurred in the education of the children and 
some of the adults.  The Islanders were introduced to politics and policies through the 
creation of councils and the passing of legislation which dismantled laws and policies of a 
discriminatory and segregationist nature.  These happenings, however, were not really 
                                                 
246 Personal observation and discussion with village residents. 
 
247 The Tiwi decided that a Groote Eylandter was responsible for the death of a Tiwi man in Darwin.  Men 
were sent to Darwin to beat up the Groote Eylandt man.  In another instance, a violent clash occurred 
between Tiwi and Groote Eylandters employed at the Larrakeyah Army Barracks, Darwin  
 
248 NTN, 4/8/1972.   At the time, Catholic Missions managed or worked closely with most of the operations 
in Nguiu, hence the inclusion of Bishop John O’Loughlin in the notice. 
 
249 Personal observation.  Government officers now had to consult with younger representatives of the 
community and were gaining more authority in Nguiu. 
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clear to many Tiwi.  In addition, they still had social problems to confront.  These 
included wide spread gambling, excessive drinking, employment difficulties, inadequate 
housing and hygiene facilities. 
 
Of more direct effect on the Tiwi were the relinquishing of control over Nguiu by Bishop 
O’Loughlin and the replacement of the policy of assimilation by an unannounced one of 
integration.  The new approach to Indigenous change, while enthusiastically accepted by 
many Australians, had various problems to overcome if it was to be achieved.  For one 
thing, while the mission authorities complied with government regulations, there 
remained a feeling of “them and us” among some mission staff and government 
employees.  The other point relates to discriminatory attitudes on the part of those 
members of the general public who clung to the ideal of the total absorption of 
Aborigines and Islanders into Western society. 
 
Through the village councils the Tiwi were beginning to flex their muscles politically for 
the first time.  Rumblings began in respect of land rights, while the identity of the Tiwi 
was becoming known in the outside world to a greater degree through sport and their 
traditional culture and new forms of artwork.  While the Tiwi were accepting of many 
aspects of Western society, discarding aspects of their own culture along the way, they 
continued to practise various customs which they saw as important to their lives.  It must 
be acknowledged that a number of these traditions, such as the language, ritual and art, 
were now practised in amended formats.  The failure of the Tiwi and other Indigenous 
groups to fully assimilate, socially and culturally, into the European-Australian society 
meant that discrimination continued to be practised against them by non-Aborigines.  
Such a negative attitude contrasts sharply with Will Kymlicka’s theory that to achieve 
true multi-cultural citizenship each part of the Australian community must be tolerant of 
the other’s cultural differences.250  Moreover, the Tiwi had to prove their ability to 
succeed in the environment of self-determination and self-management under the 
Whitlam and Frazer governments. 
 
                                                 
250 Kymlicka, Will, Multicultural Citizenship, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995, p. 190. 
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     CHAPTER SIX 
The Limits to Self-Determination and Self-Management: 
Local Government and Economic Development 
(1972 – 2000) 
 
Introduction.   
It is difficult to ascertain the extent to which the Tiwi understood and appreciated the 
enormous political, administrative and economic changes that the Whitlam and succeed-
ing governments were to have on their community.  So great were these intrusions into 
Tiwi society that this section of the study will be divided into two chapters.  In this chap-
ter, the change from mission and government control to a dual but interlocked administra-
tive system of local government and land council, interwoven with and working side by 
side with private enterprise, will be studied.  The next chapter will pursue the cultural 
change that was possibly not envisaged when two industries were introduced to the mis-
sion community in 1969.  Cultural change was also imposed by administrative and politi-
cal organisations and the dependence of a number of Tiwi on the welfare system.  In so-
cial terms it will bring out the problems and transformations that grew out of the new cir-
cumstances in which the Tiwi found themselves. 
 
The early 1970s saw enormous change, both culturally and physically, in the Tiwi com-
munities.  The isolation of the Tiwi from outside influences was further broken down by 
the demands of self-determination and self-management.  Change in control did not come 
immediately, ensuring that the Tiwi did not have to face the responsibility of self-
administration too abruptly.  However, with the removal of government staff from the 
Melville Island communities and the gradual withdrawal of Catholic Missions from its 
operations on Bathurst Island the pace of involvement of outside agencies and the impact 
of a growing number of European advisory, administrative and technical employees from 
the non-government, non-Church sector grew at an amazing speed.  Officially, the policy  
 
of assimilation may have become a matter of history.  In its place, the demands of the bu-
reaucracy, society and the business world, including the market economy, grew quickly. 
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As will be explained, cultural variation between the younger and older Tiwi quickly grew 
out of the establishment of Tiwi Designs and Bima Wear in the late 1960s.  Artistic 
change was swift among the younger people.  As for the adult Tiwi, indigenous culture 
and introduced Christianity provided opportunities to widen the world-view for a number 
of elders as they travelled nationally and internationally, on the one hand exhibiting their 
traditional and contemporised cultures to admiring audiences, and on the other visiting 
centres related to their introduced faith.  A wider perspective of political awareness de-
veloped as several members of the Tiwi Land Council visited Hawaii, Canada, the United 
States and London in 1988.   
 
In their home environment, the Tiwi, while retaining many cultural traits and practices, 
were absorbed further into non-Tiwi, non-Indigenous society through cultural transforma-
tion, on the one hand, and on the other, through the imposition of government politics, 
policies and business procedures, an acceptance of European-Australian social institu-
tions, such as monogamous marriages, football competitions, the wearing of Western 
clothing, social clubs, and Western-style accommodation.  At the same time, action was 
taken to indigenise the health and education services at Nguiu.   
       
Politically and culturally, the Tiwi regained inalienable ownership of their islands but 
through a European imposed system of management.  Across the outback of Australia, 
Indigenous groups sought not only to re-establish their cultural autonomy to some degree, 
but also to escape the effects of alcohol and the social stress and conflict brought on by 
residing in large, artificial communities, a number of which on the mainland comprised 
people of differing cultural and linguistic backgrounds.1  Members of the Tiwi commu-
nity became part of this phenomenon.  By the 1970s, when the knowledge and under-
standing of the “countries” was more substantial than it was in 1990, some families dem-
onstrated an interest in re-establishing themselves in their traditional territories. 
Chapter six examines the effects of self-determination and the return of their land upon 
the Tiwi.   It looks at how requirements of government and private enterprise brought 
                                                 
1Council for Aboriginal Affairs (H.C. Coombs, W.E.H. Stanner and B.G. Dexter), Report on Arnhem Land, 
Canberra: AGPS, 1976; Cole (1979), op. cit., p. 248; Coombs, H.C., Dexter, B.G., and Hiatt, L.R., “The 
Outstation Movement in Aboriginal Australia”, reprint from Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies 
Newsletter, New Series No. 14, September 1980. 
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great decision making and economic changes to Tiwi society, and how these further 
modified the local lifestyle. 
 
Outstations 
Writing of what was called the outstation or homelands movement, in which a number of 
Northern Territory Aborigines and Islanders sought to escape from the pressures of major 
Indigenous communities and return to their own “countries”, Dr. Coombs said, 
 
It is clear that there has been a big increase in the Aboriginal population and that it 
is dispersed, it is spread much more widely than it was before.  Small communi-
ties, outstations or homelands are proliferating; sometimes no more than a handful 
of people, sometimes as many as a hundred, are occupying and using in their own 
way their land over the whole area.  It is indeed an interesting development.2
 
Decentralisation from the major centres of residence did not occur in the Tiwi Islands to 
the extent that it did in Arnhem Land and other parts of the Northern Territory.3 By the 
early 1970s, all Tiwi, except those resident on the mainland, were living in the islands’ 
three communities or the forestry settlement of Pickataramoor.  Possibly the first propos-
als to established decentralised communities or outstations came in 1973, when members 
of the Wurankuwila (Urankuwila) band sought financial assistance to move back to their 
own “country”.4  Other proposals for resettlement in Tikalaru (Jikilarruwu), on Bathurst 
Island, and Impinari (Yimpinari), on Melville Island, were also made in 1973.5  Reloca-
tion to these “countries” was slow, possibly due to the fact that the people in the islands 
                                                 
 
2 Coombs, H.C., Aborigines and Development in Northern Australia, State Library of the Northern Terri-
tory Occasional Papers No. 24, 1991, pp. 6-7.  See also, Central Land Council Annual Report 1988-89, 
Alice Springs, 1989, p.27; DAAAR 1975-76, op. cit., pp. 20-21; Coombs, H.C., Decentralisation Trends 
Among Aboriginal Communities, Address by D. H.C. Coombs, Chairman of the Council for Aboriginal 
Affairs, in His Capacity as President of the Anthropology Section of the ANZAAS Congress, Perth, 14th 
August 1973. 
 
3 Hand, Gerry, Foundations for the Future, Canberra: AGPS, 1987, p. 7:  “There has been no more signifi-
cant movement in Aboriginal Affairs over recent years than that of Aboriginal people returning to their 
traditional land”. 
 
4 MP: (a) General Manager, Nguiu Ullintjinni Association, to District Adviser, DAA, 1/11/1973; (b) Dis-
trict Adviser to Regional Officer (Northern), 20/11/1973.  The site of the proposed village was Arlu-tungu. 
5 MP: (a) District Adviser to Regional Director (Northern), 20/11/1973, 26/11/1973, and 6/12/1973; (b) 
Acting Community Adviser, Milikapiti, to Regional Adviser (Northern), 18/12/1973. 
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formed one distinct and cohesive language group, whereas various mainland communities 
were occupied by up to twelve or more language groups.  The Tiwi therefore avoided the 
social tensions caused by groups with cultural differences living close together in a west-
ern created situation.  
 
Stanley suggests three other reasons for the minor effect of decentralisation on Tiwi soci-
ety.  Due to their circumstances, major disputes did not occur over land ownership, while 
the Islanders did not have to go through legal investigation of land tenure to establish 
their land claim as people who lived off the former Aboriginal reserves did.  In addition, 
parts of the islands have not become more valuable than others in European economic 
terms due to large-scale tourism or mining.6  
 
Paru was considered an outstation by the Land Council for funding purposes, whereas this 
village was socially and administratively integrated into the nearby Nguiu community.7
 
Several large family groups moved to set up outstations in three “countries” on Bathurst 
Island in the 1980s.  According to Cook, these were  “not particularly successful”.8  Sev-
eral groups also established themselves on Melville Island.9  The number of residents in 
an outstation ranged from two to fourteen, plus visitors for holidays.  Children usually 
remained in one of the major centres for schooling, and some outstation residents moved 
back to a major centre for the wet season.10   
 
Some financial assistance for the homelands movement came from the Tiwi Land Coun-
cil.11  In 1987-88, the council expressed concern about the impermanency of the various 
                                                 
 
6 Stanley, op. cit., pp. 5-6. 
 
7 Ibid.  Stanley agrees with this point, although Altman, J.C., Aborigines, Tourism and Development:  the 
Northern Territory Experience, Darwin: ANUNARU, 1988, p. 254, refers to Paru as an outstation. 
 
8 Cook, op. cit., p. 110. 
 
9 See also Altman, op. cit., p. 254, and Stanley, op. cit., p. 6, regarding outstations on both islands. 
 
10 Altman, op. cit., p. 254, says that Paru was “the only outstation to be regularly occupied in the past six 
years” (that is, apparently, to 1986). 
11 Tiwi Land Council Tenth Annual Report 1988/89, op. cit., p. 13; Tiwi Land Council Eleventh Annual 
Report 1989/90, Darwin, 1990, p. 13; Tiwi Land Council Twelfth Annual Report 1990/91, Darwin, 1991,  
p. 13. 
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outstations.12  Initially, a decentralised community, if approved for government funding, 
received assistance for such essentials needs as basic shelter and a basic water supply.  
Funding for additional needs, again somewhat minimal, was granted only if the applicant 
group proved its permanency in its new location.  Some groups in the Top End of the 
Northern Territory preferred to spend the dry season in their home “countries”, while the 
wet season was spent in the nearest large mission or government community.   
 
Despite its acceptance of the cost of maintaining an outstation, the Tiwi Land Council 
recognised the need for the movement in the islands, even where the outstations were not 
permanent. The outstations were, in the view of the council, “a socially valuable response 
to family and other concerns”.13  Furthermore, their presence was a restraint against peo-
ple illegally trespassing in the islands.  Several small outstations on Melville Island took 
on a permanent appearance.  
 
The only large community to come out of the decentralisation movement in the islands 
did not become fully established until 1993.  This was the settlement of Ranku, in the 
“country” of the Wurankuwila band.14  Ranku grew into a small township in its own right, 
reflecting the strength of band members and their ties to their traditional “country”.15   
 
When established in small villages, decentralised groups avoided the conflict, tragedies 
and concerns that have afflicted the large communities.  The initial proposals to leave the 
imposed communities and resettle in the “home countries” co-incided with the movement 
to implement the land rights policy of the Whitlam Government. 
 
The Return of Land   
                                                 
 
12 Parks and Wildlife Commission of the Northern Territory and Environment Australia (henceforth  PWC), 
The History and Natural Resources of the Tiwi Islands Northern Territory, Prepared for the Tiwi Land 
Council, Darwin, 1998, p. 48. 
 
 13Ibid. Hand, op. cit., p. 7, considered that the outstation movement in remote areas revealed the people’s 
“dissatisfaction with the artificial life and environments of a large settlement created under the banner of 
‘assimilation’”. 
 
14 Personal communication from Brother John Pye, 15/4/1994; communication from the Tiwi Land Coun-
cil, 20 /9/2002. 
 
15 Part of this sentence is based on a comment by Hand.  See Hand, op. cit., p. 7. 
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Land rights formed a major plank of the Labor Government’s policy on Aboriginal Af-
fairs.  Justice A.E. Woodward was appointed Lands Commissioner on 8 February 1973, 
with the responsibility for enquiring into and reporting on appropriate means of recognis-
ing and establishing a form of Indigenous land tenure in the Northern Territory.  In inves-
tigating customary land ownership and usage, the Commissioner found that “the Tiwi 
people, largely cut off from outside contact, developed some rules of their own”.16  Jus-
tice Woodward recommended the establishment of two Land Councils to be responsible 
for administrative matters relating to land rights in the Northern Territory.17  One of the 
councils was to be located in Central Australia, the other in the north of the Territory.  
Woodward proposed that the Tiwi Islands have two representatives on the Northern Land 
Council.  In recommending the transfer of reserve lands to Indigenous ownership through 
incorporated trusts, the Commissioner proposed that the “Bathurst Island, Snake Bay and 
Garden Point Councils” be the Trustee Nominators for the Tiwi Land Trust.18  Before the 
Aboriginal Lands Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 came into operation on 26 Janu-
ary 1977, the Tiwi, who had always considered the islands as theirs by spiritual right, 
sought to have their own land council.19  The culture of the Islanders came to the fore in  
support of the request.  They argued that the Tiwi “customs and traditions, particularly 
relating to the land, (were) quite different and distinct from those of tribes on the 
mainland”.  “There (had) always existed”, the argument went on, “an authority exercised 
by what (were), in fact, the traditional owners recognised and respected by all the peo-
                                                 
16 Woodward, A.E., Aboriginal land rights commission. First report July 1973, Canberra: AGPS, 1973,  
p. 9.  Reports concerning the Tiwi Islands are located at pages 55-59 and 76-77 of the report. 
 
17 Ibid, pp. 41ff. 
 
18 Woodward, A.E., Aboriginal land rights commission. Second report April 1974, Canberra: AGPS, 
1974, pp. 51-52.  The Commission visited Nguiu and Milikapiti, and received submissions from Father 
Michael Sims, anthropologist and Community Adviser at Nguiu, and Michael O’Sullivan, an official of the 
Nguiu Ullintjinni Association.  “Objections to haste over land laws”. In NTN, 14/11/1975, reported that 
Tiwi elders and some mainland groups objected to the Land Rights Bill being rushed through Parliament 
before its contents could be assessed by them. 
 
19 “Tiwi people seek to break from council”. In NTN, 10/11/1975; “Tiwi people ask for a land council”.  In 
Land Rights News, No. 20, April 1978, p. 8; Commonwealth of Australia, Aboriginal Land Rights (North-
ern Territory) Act 1976, No. 191 of 1976.  
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ple”.  Further, “the practice of calling meetings and seeking the advice of the elders (was) 
an established one which (had) served the Tiwi people for thousands of years”.20   The 
advice of elders could still be sought. 
 
As it was, notice to establish a Tiwi Land Council was not gazetted until 18 August 1978, 
and it was then instituted by the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs at Nguiu on 7 September 
1978.21  In the interim, freehold title to the islands had been handed to the Northern Land 
Council by the Minister, Ian Viner, earlier in 1978.22  The original custodian of the Deed 
of Grant of all Tiwi Land was respected elder Aloysius Puantulura.23  Due to anomalies in 
the original Title Deeds in favour of the Tiwi Aboriginal Land Trust, granted on 30 May 
1980, a consolidated Certificate of Title was issued on 12 January 1987. 
 
The importance of the return of the islands to Tiwi ownership and management is seen in 
comments by the then Chairman of the Tiwi Land Council in 1989: 
 
Ten years ago our land itself had just been secured.  Much of our time was taken 
in further securing our title and consolidating our processes to manage and admin-
ister the land.  In the past the harmony of our people relied upon our security upon 
our land.  It is the same today, but we have changed.  We have our land but we  
 
must accommodate our changes to again find harmony for our people.24
 
The Tiwi attitude towards the land in 1989, then, was in some ways divorced from the era  
of cultural isolation.  The islands must now be used in a European style to ensure a secure 
financial future for the Tiwi.  The new attitude reflects, to some extent, comments made 
                                                 
20 Northern Territory Parliamentary Record, No. 97, 1 March 1977 to 3 March 1977, pp. 71-72, Adjourn-
ment Debate, 3 March 1977, address by Hyacinth Tungutalum.  Section 20 of the Land Rights Act allowed 
for several land councils other than the original two. 
 
21 Extract from CAG No. S162, 18/8/1978, repeated in the Northern Territory Government Gazette No. 35, 
1/9/1978, pp. 3–4; Northern Territory Newsletter, Vol. 1, No. 3, 1978, p. 11; Northern Territory Parlia-
mentary Record, No. 4, parts 1, 2 and 3, 2 April 1978 to 11 May 1978, Debates, 4 May 1978, address by 
Mrs. Padgham-Purich.     
 
22Northern Territory Newsletter, op. cit., p. 3.  Interview with John Hicks, Secretary of the Tiwi Land 
Council, 3/12/2001.  The first meeting of the Council occurred on 28/9/1978.  
 
23 Tiwi Land Council Tenth Annual Report 1988/89, op. cit., p. 5.  
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by Stanner in 1973, when he referred to the action of Aborigines in establishing them-
selves on traditional lands.25  The action was not only one of securing the tenure of the 
land, but also of using it to ensure an independent livelihood for its Indigenous occu-
pants.26  Stanner and the Chairman of the Tiwi Land Council recognised that the land was 
a necessary but not sufficient condition for future harmony. 
 
Having regained their land, after more than sixty years of paternalistic mission and gov-
ernment control, the Tiwi now had to face the task of all too quickly assuming responsi-
bility for the economic, political and social development of their islands and their several 
communities.  For one thing, the granting of inalienable land tenure to the Tiwi inevitably 
led to a greater level of social and cultural movement from the authority of the “country” 
owning structure and the former decision making customs.  Secondly, in common with 
their counterpart groups elsewhere in the Northern Territory, they had to continue their 
journey out of a mission-settlements circumstance which Dr. John Hargrave sees as “the 
artificial creation of a Third World state, which (was) almost totally dependent on a First 
World handout”.27  The Islanders had thus to come to grips with the responsibilities that 
accompanied self-determination and self-management.  Initially, support came from the 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs and Catholic Missions. But, as will be shown, the time 
came when these agencies withdrew from the islands as the several communities took on 
the shape of small municipalities.  
 
Labor’s Self-Determination – From Station to Town  
Until the end of the 1960s, under official policy and practice, mission and government 
stations were “total institutions where white management extended to every area of a peo-
                                                                                                                                                  
24 Ibid.  The Chairman passed away in late 2000. 
 
25 Stanner, W.E.H., “Aborigines in the Affluent Society …The Widening Gap”.  Read to the 45th ANZAAS 
Congress, Perth, August 1973.  In Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority Newsletter, date unknown, (c 
1973), pp. 6-25. 
 
26 Ibid. 
 
27 Hargrave, op. cit., p. 1. 
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people’s life”.28  This ranged from education to the supply of food, and from employment 
to health care. 
 
To some extent, a change in the direction of political thinking came about under the 
McMahon Government in 1971-72.  This new line of thought was a rescheduling of the 
long-held policy of assimilation, and was in line with the opinion of Stanner, in 1971, that 
the policy had been “a moral impertinence of the first order”.29
 
The Tiwi and other mission-living Aborigines and Islanders had been victims of that 
moral impertinence.  As priest and anthropologist Martin Wilson states, until “the insen-
sibility of such benevolence was realised” by government and Church alike, the Church 
gladly went along with the policy of assimilation, seeing it as a public vindication of its 
work among Aborigines.30   
 
The strategy of the McMahon Government to encourage Aborigines and Islanders to 
seek an economic independence and manage their own affairs appeared to offer a new 
hope after years of paternalistic control over the Indigenous communities.31   In reality  
it did not go far enough, and did not succeed.  In contrast, the policy of self-determination 
introduced by the Whitlam Government at the end of 1972, brought a new hope to the 
Tiwi and other remote peoples.32  
 
Wilson astutely saw this change in political thinking as not really so much a policy as an 
abstention from policy.   Its theory is that outside bodies do not make the choice about 
life-style for Aboriginal communities and persons.33 Aborigines may choose to adopt the 
                                                 
28 Stockton, Eugene D., “The Plight of Catholic Missions In Australia”.  In Nelen Yubu, No. 27, Winter, 
1986, p. 20.   Stockton is a priest and an archaeologist who works with Aboriginal people. 
 
29 Quoted in Wolfe, Jackie, “That Community Government Mob”: Local government in Small Northern 
Territory Communities, Darwin: ANUNARU, 1989, p. 14.   
 
30 Wilson, M.J., “Evangelisation of Aboriginal People in the NT”.  In Nelen Yubu, No. 13, 1982, p. 34. 
 
31 DAA (1974), op. cit., p. 6. 
 
32 For discussion on changing policies, see Smith, Barry, Commonwealth/State Relations: Some Historical 
Background, AIATSIS Research Discussion Paper No. 6, 1996. 
33 Hirst, John, “Five Fallacies Of Aboriginal Policy”. In Quadrant, July-August 1994, p. 15, states that “the 
policy of self-determination suggests that Aborigines can have whatever future they like”, whereas in truth 
they are part of the capitalist economy.  
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culture and social order of Australian society at large.  They may choose a distinct but 
parallel and integrated development.  They may choose to remain apart and go their own 
way.34  In retrospect, it is apparent that Indigenous groups would, to a degree, be uncon-
sciously acculturated into Australian society through the demands imposed on them by 
the funding agents.  The Tiwi were to feel the effects of these demands.  
 
Over the three years of the Whitlam Government’s life, Indigenous policy went far be-
yond that of Labor’s conservative predecessors.35  The right to consultation and participa-
tion in decision-making on programmes affecting their members were to become the 
norm for all Indigenous groups and organisations.  When it came to power in 1975, how-
ever, the Fraser Government was disturbed about the term “self-determination”, introduc-
ing instead the initiative of “self-management”.36  The Liberal and National Parties’ plat-
form also pledged consideration of proposals that would “develop Aboriginal self-
sufficiency”.37
 
Community Consultation 
The term “consultation”, in respect of Indigenous progress and welfare, first appeared 
during the life of the Whitlam Government, although it was apparently “clearly defined in 
policy”.38  The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs re-
ported in 1990, that no matter how genuine the consultative process was deemed to be, 
the final decision laid with the side with the initiative and power, in other words, the vari-
                                                 
 
34 Wilson (1982), op. cit., p. 34. 
 
35 Cavanagh, J.L., “To Restore the Power of Self-Determination”. In Cavanagh, J.L., Selected Policy State-
ments on Aboriginal Affairs 1973-1974, Canberra: AGPS, 1974, pp. 12-18, offers an overview of the pro-
gress of the implementation of the policy, 1972-1974. 
 
36 Department of Aboriginal Affairs Annual Report (hereafter DAAAR) 1975-76, Canberra: AGPS, 1976,  
p. 5. 
 
36 Ibid, p. 7. 
 
37 House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs (henceforth HRSC), Our Future 
Our Selves. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community Control, Management and Resources, Can-
berra: AGPS, 1990, p. 47. 
38 HRSC, Our Future Our Selves. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Community Control, Management 
and Resources, Canberra: AGPS, 1990, p. 47. 
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ous government agencies.39  A study of consultation procedures in the East Kimberley 
showed, among other things, that the Aborigines were suspicious of the process.  It also 
showed that a failure by the government to consult broadly in a community, poor under-
standing within government agencies resulting in a lack of understanding of issues and of 
implications that can arise from certain decisions on the part of the community.  Finally, a 
lack of training of government personnel about Indigenous needs was revealed.40
 
Prior to regular contact with European society, in groups such as the Tiwi, consultation 
and community decision-making were customarily non-existent.  Evans correctly states 
that, in a traditional sense, “the codes of well behaviour were rigidly set, and the sanc-
tions for breaches unchangeably laid down”.41  Individuals could be directed by elders to 
convey an instruction or message to another person.  On the other hand, an individual 
man or women could not transmit his or her personal views to his or her language group 
or local band, unless this occurred in the context of a meeting of elders and the individual 
was part of that meeting as an elder.  A time of difficulty could therefore be expected 
when the authorities introduced consultation and self-management to remote communi-
ties.      
 
For this and other reasons, the process of consultation proved to be complex, leading to a 
Ministerial decision to create a National Aboriginal Consultative Committee (NACC) in 
1973.42  Hyacinth Tungutalum, a Tiwi man, was elected to the new body, later becoming  
 
the first Indigenous member of the Northern Territory Legislative Assembly.43  Whereas, 
he became a member of the Country-Liberal Party government, in later years Indigenous 
                                                 
39 Ibid. 
 
40 Ibid, p. 51. 
 
41 Evans (undated), op. cit., p. 3. 
 
42 DAA (1974), op. cit., p. 14.  On occasions, difficulties also occurred for some representatives of remote 
communities on the NACC.  One member from Arnhem Land, for instance, spoke little English, leading to 
problems in his understanding the processes of his role.  
43 “Hyacinth tops the poll”. In NTN, 20/12/1973; “National Aboriginal Consultative Committee members”. 
In Aboriginal Affairs Monthly, Vol. 1, No. 3, October 1974, pp. 8-9.  DAA Annual Report 1974-75,  Can-
berra: AGPS, 1976, p. 44.  Tungutalum resigned on 26 September 1974 to enter the Northern Territory 
Legislative Assembly.  In the following year he was appointed a Justice of the Peace. 
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representatives of the Northern Territory Parliament were overwhelmingly members of 
the Labor Party.  
 
The NACC, throughout its relatively short life span, suffered a number of difficulties.  
This was partly due to the speed with which it was set up and to its size.  The NACC was 
replaced by a smaller elected National Aboriginal Conference (NAC) in November 
1977.44  The roles of the new organisation were to act as a forum for the expression of 
views on Indigenous matters and to advise the government through a partly chosen, partly 
nominated body, the Council for Aboriginal Development.45  Due to perceived problems, 
including the expectations of members as to their responsibilities, the Minister for Abo-
riginal Affairs announced the disbanding of the NAC in 1985.46  Consultation followed 
about an organisation to replace the NAC, the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Commission coming into being in March 1990.47  Robert Tipungwuti, a Tiwi Islander, 
was one of the initial commissioners who met for the first time on 8 April 1991.48
 
As historian Ian Howie-Willis says, Aborigines and Islanders seized the chance to be in-
volved in these bodies in the 1970s, considering it an opportunity to exercise control over 
Indigenous policy direction for the first time, part of the demand for self-determination.49   
In practice, self-determination meant that self-managing powers were devolved to local  
communities and organisations.50  The form that self-management was to take was there 
fore representation on committees which could express views, advise and make decisions. 
 
                                                 
 
44 Coombs, H.C., The role of the National Aboriginal Conference, Canberra: AGPS, 1984. 
 
45 DAA Annual Report 1976 -77, Canberra: AGPS, 1978, p 10; DAA Annual Report 1977-78, Canberra: 
AGPS, 1978, pp. 8-9. 
 
46 DAA Annual Report 1985 -86, Canberra: AGPS, 1986, p. 20-21; Ellis, C., “National Aboriginal Confer-
ence”. In Horton, David (Gen. Ed.), The Encyclopaedia of Aboriginal Australia, Canberra: ASP, 1994,  
p. 761. 
 
47 O’Donoghue, Lois, An Aboriginal and Islander Consultative Organisation, Canberra: AGPS, 1986; The 
Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia, A Bill for an Act to establish an Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Commission, and for related  purposes, Canberra: CGP, 1988; Shergold, P., “ATSIC”.  In 
Horton, op cit., pp. 71-72.  A delay in the process was caused by political opposition to the proposed body. 
 
48 Ibid, p. 71; de Brabander, Dallas, “Robert Tipungwuti”. In Horton, op. cit., pp. 1074 - 1075. 
49 Howie-Willis, I., “Self-Determination”. In Horton, op. cit., p. 977. 
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Community Development 
Following the 1972 election, “community development” became the buzz-word in the 
Northern Territory.51  Several senior officers of the former Social Welfare Branch were 
removed from their positions.  Within a couple of years, District Officers, Settlement Su-
perintendents and Patrol Officers, although still public servants, were redesignated as Dis-
trict Advisers and Community Advisers respectively, with discussion, advice and consul-
tation, rather than direction, their new responsibility.52  A number undertook training in 
community development as they adjusted to their new role.53  In line with Labor’s policy 
of change in Indigenous administration, mission stations and settlements ceased to offi-
cially exist, at least in name, from 14 December 1972.  Henceforth, as stated in the previ-
ous chapter, such institutions were referred to as “towns” or “centres”.54  The term “com-
munity”, continued to be used to identify Indigenous centres of population. 
 
“Community” can “describe groups of people who indeed share a culture, including 
common linguistic characteristics, common geography, common culture and a common 
history”.55  In an Aboriginal context, communities in the Northern Territory, whether they 
were originally mission stations or government settlements, were artificial centres of resi-
dence, created by Churches or government for the purposes of Christianising, “civilis-
ing”, and “developing” the inmates.  Over the years leading up to 1972, the grouping to-
gether of Aborigines of varying cultural and language backgrounds on settlements and 
missions led to difficulties in the caring and administration of the residents of such mixed 
                                                                                                                                                  
50 Ibid, p. 978. 
 
51 Peters-Little, Frances, The Community Game: Aboriginal Self-Definition at the Local Level, AIATSIS 
Research Discussion Paper No. 10, 2000, p. 13, states that the term “community” became popular follow-
ing the appointment of the Whitlam Government. 
 
52 Sommerlad, E. and Duke, C., Community Development in Australia: Proceedings of a Search Confer-
ence, Canberra: Australian National University Centre for Continuing Education, 1973.  As a matter of in-
terest, the final training course for Northern Territory patrol officers took place in 1974, the same year in 
which, to the best of my memory, the last foot patrol was carried out, in eastern Arnhem Land. 
 
53 Personal participation; “Community Development Seminar”. In Aboriginal Affairs Monthly, Vol. 1,  
No. 8, April 1975, pp. 4 – 5. 
 
54 See p. 226 and footnote 44.  Unofficially, the old terminology continued in practice.   
 
55 AIATSIS, Research of Interest to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, Australian Research 
Council, Commissioned Report No. 59, Canberra: National Board of Employment, Education and Training, 
1999, p. 41, quoted in Peters-Little, op. cit., p. 13.  For discussion on the term “community” where this re-
lates to Aborigines see HRSC, op. cit., p. 16. 
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communities.  In multi-lingual, multi-cultural communities, therefore, with the arrival of 
self-determination, local councils and other bodies representing the interests of commu-
nity residents could find difficulty in reaching decisions favourable to all groups in the 
community.56  In the islands occupied by only one language group, the Tiwi were fortu-
nate in being free of inter-tribal politics.  There were, however, differing band/“skin” and, 
occasionally, family interests to be resolved.    
 
Among the policies for Aborigines and Islanders restated by the Federal conference of the 
Australian Labor Party in July 1973, and upon which there was to be consultation, were 
legislation to outlaw discrimination, employment opportunities and equal pay, educa-
tional opportunities, proper housing for all within 10 years, and programmes to combat 
the serious health problems in the Indigenous community.  Away from the ideals of Can-
berra, in the Tiwi Islands and other remote communities, several of these policies took 
many years to be implemented.  In seeking to develop their communities in line with the 
policies of the Federal Government, the Tiwi, and other groups, now had to consult with 
the Commonwealth Departments of Education and Health, the responsibilities of these 
agencies having been transferred from the Department of Aboriginal Affairs.57  The situa-
tion became more complex following the granting of self-government to the Northern 
Territory in 1976.  The Tiwi now had to deal with newly created Territory bureaucra-
cies.58  
 
 
 
 
The Difficulties of “Self-Administration” 
Despite the passing of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 and the policy of self-
determination/self-management, Mitsuri Shimpo stated in 1985, that in the Northern Ter-
ritory, there were government officers who still assumed that they knew what was best for  
                                                 
 
56 Ibid, pp. 16-17. 
 
57 DAA (1974), op. cit., p. 1. 
 
58 One such body is the Office of Aboriginal Liaison, set up in 1978. 
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the Aborigines and Islanders with whom they were officially consulting and assisting.59  
No consideration was given to the fact that Indigenous priorities vary from those of gov-
ernments.   Indigenous priorities include the ceremonial life, sharing, customary law and 
retributive punishment, and the spiritual view of the land.  For example, parents in remote 
communities saw their children’s attendance at ceremonies as more important than atten-
dance at school.  As an extension of that view, in 1973, elders at Ngukkur community in 
Arnhem Land conducted an initiation ritual at night-time, but consideration was not given 
to the boys being initiated being too tired to attend school during the daytime.60  The 
spiritual importance of the land to Aboriginal groups is evident from the objections 
lodged by traditional owners to mining operations on the Gove Peninsula, in north-eastern 
Arnhem Land, and the Narbalek in Western Arnhem Land.61
 
Such priorities, commented Shimpo, and the variation of official requirements from time 
to time, led to antagonism between government representatives and Indigenous applicants 
for funds and guidance.  Despite this, because they needed resources provided by the gov-
ernment, Aborigines and Islanders tolerated the contempt of the officers.62    
 
As the Labor policy on self-determination makes clear, the development of Aboriginal 
and Islander groups is “subject to the legal, social and economic restraints of Australian 
society”.  In accepting government funding from Commonwealth and Territory sources, 
the Tiwi were, and are, required to meet regulations set down by the governments, as are 
non-Indigenous recipients.  Furthermore, Jackie Wolfe notes that the autonomy of Com-
munity Government Councils, as the Tiwi councils became known in the 1980s, is re-
stricted by the limits set on their local revenue-raising ability by the Northern Territory 
Government.63  Their autonomy is further eroded by their having only “enumerated func-
                                                 
59 Shimpo, Mitsuri, Communications Process Between the Northern Territory Government and Aboriginals, 
Antagonistic Co-operation, (consultancy report), Darwin, N.T., January 1985, p. 20.  
 
60 As superintendent of Ngukkur, and an observer of the ceremony, the author had to explain to the head 
teacher why the students were sleeping in class during the day. 
 
61 Blackburn, op. cit.  In the late 1970s, the traditional owners of the site of the Narbalek uranium mine re-
fused an extension to the company’s mining area due to the fact that it covered the Green Ant spiritual site, 
destruction of which could lead to sickness striking the local Aboriginal people. 
 
62 Ibid, pp. 1, 4. 
 
63 Wolfe, Jackie, op. cit., p. 85. 
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tions and powers, with residual powers residing with the Territory” and by the “consider-
able authority and powers…exercised” by the Minister responsible for Local Govern-
ment.64  Self-determination is therefore really self-management.  The fact that the Tiwi, in 
common with other Australians, have to abide by government regulations has been a fac-
tor in their continuing absorption into Western society. 
 
Although it formed an essential aspect of the process of self-determination, consultation 
between the government, mission authorities and Indigenous communities and organisa-
tions proved to be most complex in the early years of the Whitlam Government.65  The 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs, however, claimed reasonable contact in consultation at 
a local level.  If the findings of an enquiry by the House of Representatives Standing 
Committee on Aboriginal Affairs were correct, consultation was not as democratic as it 
was supposed to be.66      
 
Community Advisers and Incorporated Local Government Bodies 
In 1987-89, the Committee enquired into the effectiveness of existing support services 
within Indigenous societies.  These services were both administrative and advisory in na-
ture.  Briefly, the Committee reported the process of consultation with Aboriginal and 
Islander communities to be ineffective.  It recommended that the process of negotiation 
replace consultation.67  Further to this, and of importance, was the recommendation that 
when negotiating structures, governments should not pressure communities so as to meet 
official policy aims or to meet an official timetable.68  Instead, structures, such as incorpo 
rated local government bodies, were to meet the aspirations, desires and needs of the re-
spective Indigenous communities. 
 
The pivotal figure in negotiation and decision-making in a community was the Commu-
nity Adviser.  These advisers, usually non-Aborigines, were seen as “a means of facilitat-
                                                                                                                                                  
 
64 Ibid, p. 84. 
 
65 DAA (1974), op. cit., p. 14. 
 
66 House of Representatives Standing Committee, op. cit. 
 
67 Ibid, p. xvii. 
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ing self-determination and self-management by providing the expertise lacking in discrete 
Aboriginal communities”.69  Prior to the establishment of Community Government Coun-
cils in the 1980s, the Tiwi communities relied to a large degree on the advice and liaison 
skills of their respective Community Advisers meeting their new responsibilities.70  A 
Community Adviser was required to  
 
make himself  familiar with the expectations and concerns of the various factions 
within his  community through a process of consultation.  (He had) a responsibil-
ity to consult with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal groups representing all factions 
and interests within the community.71
 
The Community Adviser also had a duty to ascertain ways in which the community could 
participate in decision-making relating to issues of concern to their well-being.72
 
Initially, government officers, usually the previous Superintendents, took on the role of 
Community Advisers in Milikapiti, Garden Point and the other former settlements in the 
Northern Territory.  Later, public service staff were withdrawn from these communities 
and replaced by non-government staff engaged by the local councils.73  In the mission 
situation, such as on Bathurst Island, this process took longer with a number of such 
communities retaining some link with the Church body to whom they were associated.  
 
While the President of the council in each Tiwi community was an Islander, the Commu-
nity Advisers at Nguiu and Milikapiti were Europeans.  Only Pularumpi hired a Tiwi man 
as its Community Adviser.74  In at least late 1973, a Tiwi man filled the position of Act-
ing Community Adviser at Milikapiti.  In 1976, the Priest-Superintendent at Nguiu be-
                                                                                                                                                  
68 Ibid. 
69 House of Representatives Standing Committee, op. cit., p. 113. 
 
70 See Figure 22 for details of the establishment of Community Government Councils. 
 
71 Lovegrove, T.C., The Community Advisor (sic) – What Does He Do?, Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 
Darwin, directive, 10/12/1975, quoted in Crawford, op. cit., p. 97. 
 
72 Ibid. 
 
73  AIATSIS: Snake Bay (Milikapiti) Settlement Papers, Guide to, Ref. MS1602, p. 1.  From 1972, man-
agement of Snake Bay was gradually transferred to the council. 
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came the Community Adviser of the former mission, the community being fortunate in its 
Superintendents and Community Advisers in the period of administrative change.  This 
was especially so in respect of Fathers Michael Sims and Tim Brennan, the latter being 
involved in the establishment and early operations of the Tiwi Land Council.75  The posi-
tion of Community Adviser at Nguiu ceased in February 1982, when the person filling 
that role concentrated on the duties of Parish Priest only, and the religious aspect of the 
former mission was separated from the secular operation of the community.76
 
The Withdrawal of the Missions 
Following a brief visit to the Tiwi Islands in 1967, Charles Perkins, then an employee of 
the Foundation for Aboriginal Affairs, a non-government agency, criticised mission sta-
tions in the Northern Territory, saying that “missions had outlived their purpose and 
should move out of Aboriginal reserves in the Northern Territory, immediately”.77  He 
claimed that the various mission stations had fallen behind in the provision of education, 
health services and housing for the Indigenous residents.78  In replying to this criticism, 
Bishop O’Loughlin and those responsible for the Anglican and Methodist (later Uniting 
Church) mission activities pointed out that the missions and government settlements had 
the aim of eventually working themselves out of a job.79  Whereas Perkins stated that the 
power of the Churches was too strong, the mission leaders saw a difficulty in persuading 
Aborigines to accept responsibility, but the efforts were being made, as will be seen, to 
overcome this through the encouragement of village councils.80
                                                                                                                                                  
74 DAA, Ministerial Brief, Garden Point, March 1978: Matthew Wonaeamirri was then the Community 
Adviser at Pularumpi (Garden Point).  Pularumpi later officially became Pirlangimpi. 
 
75 Father Tim Brennan filled the position of manager of the Tiwi Land Council from its inception in 1978 
until March 1986, when he was transferred to the mainland.  John Hicks then took on this role, initially for 
FACTS Pty. Ltd., then in his own right.  He is now termed Secretary of the council. 
 
76 Personal communication from Father Leo Weardon, Nguiu, 26/6/2000, relaying the information of the 
same date from Father Tim Brennan, Vicar General, Darwin. 
 
77 NMA: correspondence regarding criticism of missions by Charles Perkins in April 1967.  Perkins spent 5 
hours at Milikapiti and 1¾ hours at Nguiu. 
 
78 NMA: letter from Mrs. L.H. Cocks, Honorary Secretary, Foundation for Aboriginal Affairs, Sydney, to 
Bishop J.P. O’Loughlin, 12/5/1967.  The Foundation regretted Mr. Perkins’ statement, which he made as an 
individual and while on leave. 
 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. 
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At the time of Perkins’ criticism neither the government nor the mission bodies had any 
idea that their withdrawal from Indigenous communities would occur in the next decade.  
The election of the Whitlam Government did not lead to an immediate transfer of full au-
thority from mission organisations to the Indigenous residents of the various mission 
communities.  Rather, like the government presence on the settlements, it was to be grad-
ual.  Following his appointment as Minister for Aboriginal Affairs on 19 December 1972, 
Gordon Bryant had proposed a transfer of authority on mission stations.  At the time, In-
digenous residents on various mission stations made their opposition to such a suggestion 
quite clear.81  In the case of Nguiu, the Church, at the request of the Tiwi, was to provide 
on-site and back up services for some years, including support for the establishment of 
the islands’ land council until the early 1980s. 
 
Within several years, as will be shown, Catholic Missions took a course aimed at a co-
operative approach to the development of Nguiu.  Important to the change in physical and 
political direction at Nguiu were the establishment of the Northern Territory Catholic 
Missions Council in 1969 and the Nguiu Ullintjinni Association in 1971.82  In response to 
changing policies under the McMahon and Whitlam Governments, the Missions Council 
passed a number of resolutions in 1971 and 1973.83  An important resolution encom-
passed a request to the Prime Minister, the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs and the Minis-
ter for the Interior to take urgent action to rectify the disastrous effects of an inadequate 
water supply at Nguiu.  The other resolutions called for the resurrection of the Village 
Council at Nguiu under the mission superintendent and the allotment of tasks of responsi-
bility to it, and consultation with the Indigenous residents and staff on mission stations 
operated by Catholic Missions, including Nguiu, and with appropriate government de-
partments. This consultation was essential to ascertain which areas of “human develop-
ment” could be relinquished by the mission without harm to the people. 84
                                                 
81 Personal observation.  The transfer of authority from mission organisations to the members of their com-
munities was not co-ordinated, occurring until the early 1980s in several remote areas of Australia. 
 
82 In 1976, Indigenous representatives of the Catholic mission communities were added to the Northern 
Territory Catholic Missions Council. 
 
83 Crawford, op. cit., pp. 28-29. 
84 Ibid, p. 29: Crawford states that “Bishop O’Loughlin had sought to encourage the formation of a Tribal 
Council” in 1961.  In fact, the support came after the council was formed.  Crawford also states that “there 
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Town Councils 
The Nguiu Village Council was formed in 1971, becoming an elected Town Council in 
1973.  At the Missions Council conference in 1973, the future of the Church’s presence 
and its role at Nguiu were raised by the mission’s superintendent, Father Robert 
McKenna.  Nguiu, he argued, had gone beyond the stage of being a mission. The Church 
should “extricate itself” from running the secular operations of the community.85  In 
McKenna’s view, seventy years of “dedicated missionary influence and concentration on 
education in many fields” had resulted in the Indigenous residents of Nguiu being “more 
advanced than many aboriginal communities”.86  They had “an independent frame of 
mind”, and the young Tiwi of Bathurst Island, he felt, were better able to cope in western 
society than most.87  At the same time, he went on, in trying to come to grips with self-
determination, the Tiwi were being influenced from outside the community, and there 
were changes brought about by the increased income in Nguiu.  The government had in-
dicated that, as the various communities moved towards autonomy, funding would go di-
rectly to these centres rather than to outside bodies running them.88  Already, with the ac-
ceptance of government aid and the provisions of the training allowance, the missionaries 
were performing the role of go-betweens, between the people and the government.89  
There was concern that the Tiwi were being “pushed very quickly”, and there had been  
“some very nasty (unidentified) confrontations” over self-determination.90  Nevertheless, 
it was Father McKenna’s opinion that the Church should restrict its operations at Nguiu 
to the hospital, schools, social work, store and the duties of the Community Adviser.91  
The conference agreed that consultation should be held with the Tiwi and with the rele-
                                                                                                                                                  
was no effective council in Frances, The Community Game: Aboriginal Self-Definition at the Local Level, 
AIATSIS Research Discussion Paper No. 10, 2000.1971”.  Apparently, the original council became redun-
dant at some stage after the author departed from Nguiu in 1965.   
 
85 NMA: Bathurst Island.  Submission by Rev. R. McKenna.  Mission Conference June 1973, p. 1.  
 
86 Ibid, p. 2. 
 
87 Ibid. 
 
88 Ibid. 
 
89 Ibid, p. 3. 
90 Ibid, p. 2.  The “nasty confrontations” are not identified. 
 
91 Ibid, pp. 3-4. 
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vant government departments with a view to the mission withdrawing partly from 
Nguiu.92
 
Negotiations with the Tiwi took place in July 1973, the Bishop and several officials from 
the Catholic Missions Office in Darwin being present.  The community agreed that the 
missionaries remain on the island, retaining responsibility, apart from Church activities, 
for the health and education facilities. Other areas of unspecified activity traditionally un-
der mission management were to be gradually passed to the people.93  The Nguiu Council 
was to become increasingly responsible for various municipal services.  
 
One service the township did not possess was a fire brigade or even fire fighting equip-
ment.  The death of five children in a house fire in Nguiu in August 1973, shocked the 
Tiwi.  Following calls by Bishop O’Loughlin for government action towards the estab-
lishment of a fire brigade in Nguiu, equipment was provided to be manned by men of the 
community.94   
 
Correspondence between the District Adviser and the mission Superintendent indicates 
that in late 1973, the Nguiu Council was not a legal entity.95  The council, like those on 
Melville Island, was struggling to come to grips with its new-found responsibility.  Mem-
bers of the earlier councils at Nguiu and Milikapiti had participated in a small amount of 
training organised by the former Welfare Branch in Darwin, and, at least in the case of the 
Nguiu Council, the members had attended local classes in civics.96  In the 1970s, the ma-
jority of the councillors were of a younger generation.  In late 1973, two vastly different 
points were noticeable about the Nguiu Council.  For one thing, the council President 
called for the provision of crash helmets to councillors as part of a uniform, several of 
                                                 
92 NMA: Father Michael Sims, Bathurst Island Report, 1976,  p. 4. 
 
93 Ibid. Minutes of Nguiu Town Council Meeting: 14th February 1974: This meeting, attended by Catholic 
Missions and senior government officers discussed the areas of municipal services for which the council 
would accept responsibility. 
 
94 “The Hero Aged 12”.  In NTN, 3/8/1973; “Improvement for firegear on Bathurst”. In NTN, 4/8/1973; 
“Fire brigade now on Bathurst”. In NTN, 31/10/1973. 
 
95 NMA: District Adviser to Superintendent, 24/9/1973, advising that the in corporation of the mission 
community would possibly allow the council to undertake a wider range of operations and to create by-
laws; District Adviser to Superintendent, 16/11/1973, referring to “when the council is properly formed”.  
96 This training, taught by the author between 1961 and 1965, took the form of adult education classes. 
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them having received head injuries in trying to settle village disputes at night.97  Perform-
ance-wise, the council was noted by the District Adviser and Mission staff to be lethargic 
and in need of strong guidance.98    
 
For several years a Bathurst and Melville Islands Conference, on which the local councils 
were represented, had been in operation.  In late 1973, the Conference foreshadowed the 
appointment of Town Clerks to the Village Councils, although a Milikapiti councillor ex-
pressed concern that a European Community Adviser would not be capable of working 
with the community.99  As yet, however, legislation covering Indigenous councils did not 
exist.100  In early 1974, the appointment of the first Town Clerk did much to strengthen 
and develop the role of the council.101  The council, for instance, worked very closely 
with Catholic Missions, including the provision of housing which was seen to be the 
greatest material need of the Tiwi at Nguiu.102  Generally, accommodation available for 
the Tiwi of Milikapiti and Pirlangimpi was better than that at Nguiu.  Nevertheless, one 
village in  
 
Milikapiti was said to be “unfit for human habitation”.103  While development works had 
commenced at Pirlangimpi soon after it became a Tiwi settlement in 1968, the Milikapiti 
                                                                                                                                                  
 
97MP: Minutes of 45th Bathurst/Melville Islands Conference Held at Pickertaramoor on 1st November 1973, 
p. 8.  It was claimed that the councillors were attacked in the night-time while trying to settle arguments 
and were undistinguishable from other Tiwi in the darkness.  
 
98 MP: DAA file NDW 73/18/95, District Adviser (J. Morris), “Notes from Visits to Bathurst Island, Au-
gust and September 1973”, 28/9/1973.  Inertia on the part of the councillors was noted, by the author and 
Nguiu staff members, in respect of everyday municipal matters such as litter, hygiene, and repairs and 
maintenance. 
 
99 Bathurst and Melville Islands Conference, op. cit., pp. 7-8. 
 
100 See Wolfe, Jackie, op. cit., Chapter One, re the development of such legislation 
 
101 Dahlenburg, Terry (Ms.), “Mission would make DRC (Darwin Reconstruction Commission) hang its 
head in shame”. In NTN, 15/8/1975, p. 12; Bennet, Peter, “Litterbugs Stay Thirsty”.  In NTN, 7/11/1974. 
MP: Bathurst and Melville Islands Conference, 17/1/1974, p.6:  In an era when Catholic Missions was sur-
rendering its control of Nguiu, Graham Maynard, the first Town Clerk, did much to lay the foundations of a 
self-managing community. 
 
102 Ibid; “Houses for the Islanders”. In NTN, 6/5/1975; Waterford, Jack, “Building program at Aboriginal 
settlements ‘in danger’”.  In Canberra Times, undated cutting (1975); Sims (1976), op cit., p. 4. 
103 “Milikapiti makes good”. In NTN, 9/7/1983, p. 5. 
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Housing Association worked towards what was called “a slum clearance program agreed 
to by community consensus” in 1983.104
 
Housing 
In 1974, a newspaper described Nguiu as 
 
A collection of corrugated-iron hovels – most with shutters, no window panes and 
outdoor cooking and eating facilities – a few Aboriginal Housing Association 
homes in European style, well-kept mission buildings and homes, a hospital, a 
ranch-style club house, a football ground and an airstrip.  There is no real house-
hold water system and the sewerage at best is rudimentary.105
 
The situation had not been helped by friction between European employees of the Hous-
ing Association, resulting in a division in the Tiwi community early in 1974.  The matter 
was brought to a conclusion after a series of meetings during which the Tiwi were ad-
vised that they alone, and not the Europeans present, should resolve the problem.106   
Women at one meeting openly expressed their feelings about the situation and demon-
strated their strong link with the islands with cries of  “We do not worry for houses.  We 
will live as we are.  This is our land.  We had no trouble like this before this man (the 
manager of the Housing Association) came here”.107
 
Within less than two years the first twenty-nine houses had been completed for the Tiwi, 
leading to inaccurate media reports of the cost of the housing programme and what had 
been achieved.  Demonstrating its growing knowledge of political tactics, the community 
quickly responded in the media through Hyacinth Tungutalum, the Tiwi parliamentarian, 
                                                 
 
104 Ibid. 
 
105 “The Black Revolution”, Part 2, “Liquor but no law, so a village of violence”. In The Age, 12/2/1974. 
 
106 MP: DAA file NTD74/128, District Advisor to Director of Aboriginal Affairs,  8/3/1974. 
 
107 Ibid, p. 2. 
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and the Director of Catholic Missions.108  The assistance of former Aboriginal Affairs 
Minister Gordon Bryant was also sought.  
 
Municipal Responsibility 
The need for community management of local affairs was heightened by Department of 
Aboriginal Affairs policy that after 1974-75 applications for funding for development and 
maintenance were to be made only by local councils or other representative bodies in In-
digenous communities.   
 
Subsequently, in line with government policy, the Nguiu Council assumed greater re-
sponsibility for community operations, becoming “a legitimate arm of Local Govern-
ment” in August 1974.109  The community officially became known as Nguiu on 12 De-
cember 1974.110  In the following year, the Town Council metamorphosed into a Shire 
Council, applying, and being accepted, for non-voting membership of the New South 
Wales Branch of the Local Government Association.111  The council was then invited to 
join the Northern Territory branch of the Association, the Mayor of Darwin commenting 
that “the council was obviously trying to get some experienced advice on local govern-
ment matters”.112  As Aboriginal academic and community trainer Margaret Valadian, has 
pointed out, difficulties faced all Indigenous councils in the Northern Territory during this 
period of transfer of responsibility, 
 
                                                 
108 NMA: Happenings at Nguiu, Bathurst Island for the Month of July 1976, unfolioed;  Samuel, Peter, 
“Money Misused on Aboriginal Housing”. The Bulletin, 12/6/1976; “Blacks to get $1 m. terraces”. In The 
Herald, Melbourne, 20/6/1976.  In addition to the allegations about a waste of money on housing  
construction in Nguiu, the cost of terrace housing in Redfern was commented on. 
 
109 Nguiu Shire Council Annual Report 1978/79, p. 1.  
 
110 Barnes, op. cit., p. 22.  In its early years, the mission site was known as Wiu or Weo, corruptions of 
Nguiu. 
 
111 Pye, op. cit., p. 7; NTN (6/5/1975), op. cit., says the council was invited to join the association;  “Join 
Our Group, Mayor Invites Island Council”.  In NTN, 17/11/1975.  Crawford, op. cit., p. 29, gives 1974 as 
the year in which the council received shire status.   Department of Aboriginal Affairs (DAA) Media Re-
lease, No. 20/75, 11/8/197 stated that the election of the council in August 1975 and the declaration of the 
poll were witnessed by the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Les Johnson.  The turnout to vote was in excess 
of 80 per cent. 
 
112 Ibid.  Sims (1976), op. cit., p. 4:  The council was to join the Northern Territory association in early Au-
gust, 1976.  Stanley, op. cit., p. 16, states that the council was not really a shire council, but the name came 
from a hope that the islands would gain the entity of a shire.    
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But one thing we do know is that our (Aboriginal) communities have suddenly 
had to start making decisions for themselves, about sewerage, water reticulation, 
housing, electricity supply and so on – but without having any background for that 
kind of decision making…113  
  
To assist the councillors in their new role, the then superintendent, Father Michael Sims, 
saw a need for some them to undergo some form of training outside of that available lo-
cally.  As a result of the training exercise in 1975, Ed Brownfield, IBM Manager for 
Management Development, considered that the main issue facing the councillors and the 
Nguiu community was “the need for much more total community involvement and com-
mitment, especially in ‘self help’ activities”.114  
 
A hiccup in the operations of the Nguiu community occurred in 1977.  With the appoint-
ment of Town Clerks, the person filling this position took an advisory role in respect of 
municipal matters.  Unfortunately, in 1977, the Town Clerk at Nguiu misunderstood the 
dual role of the then parish priest who was also the Community Adviser.  As a result, the 
Town Clerk attempted to exclude the priest from the advisory process in the commu-
nity.115  The Tiwi community, especially the women, were not pleased with the actions of 
the Town Clerk.  There was also an apparent community attitude towards the council, 
which was “probably not taken with great seriousness” by the people.116  The council had 
yet to gain the support of the Nguiu community. 
A more serious attitude was taken by the community when the council’s executive de-
cided to extend the council’s term in office in 1977, instead of conducting the regular 
election in that year.  Subsequently, a number of councillors, including the executive, 
were voted out of office in 1978.117   
   
                                                                                                                                                  
 
113 Crawford, op. cit., p. 31.  Margaret Valadian assisted in the training seminar for the Nguiu councillors.  
For her further comments see Valadian, Margaret, “Helping Aborigines to Help Themselves”.  In Identity, 
Vol. 2, No. 7, January 1976, p. 32. 
 
114 NMA: IBM Australia Limited / Bathurst Island Mission. Councillor Training, 1975, pp. 3-4;  “Helping 
Aborigines to Help Themselves”, op. cit. 
 
115 NMA: Father Dennis J. Murphy, Bathurst Island. Preliminary Report On Situation, 29/3/1977.  
 
116 Ibid. 
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Two matters stand out in respect of the Nguiu council and community about this time.  
The first was its lean towards conservative politics, most probably encouraged by the ac-
tion of the Country-Liberal Party in nominating Hyacinth Tungutalum as its candidate in 
the 1973 Northern Territory election.  This brush with conservatism is further indicated 
by the council’s negative reaction to criticism by Charles Perkins of a visit to Nguiu by 
Johannes Bjelke-Petersen, the Premier of Queensland, in 1975.118  Following Tunguta-
lum‘s resignation from Northern Territory politics, community members moved towards 
the left, becoming part of the Indigenous bloc that has supported the Labor Party and vot-
ing Tiwi representatives into the Northern Territory Parliament.119
 
The second matter was the important role the council took on under an enthusiastic Town 
Clerk.  By 1976, the extent to which the Nguiu council was responsible for community 
matters is seen in the fact that it had become the largest employer on the island, with 105 
workers.120  In comparison, in the 1960s the mission had been the sole employer until the 
beginning of the 1970s. 
 
The large increase in non-Indigenous personnel employed at Nguiu in the period 1961 – 
1978 demonstrates how quickly that community was being developed into the equivalent  
 
 
of an Australian township.  Moreover, it indicates, firstly, the support still being provided 
by Catholic Missions to the community and, secondly, the engagement of non-Mission 
staff and contractors to support the work of the council, Nguiu Ulintjinni and the Housing 
Association.  Whereas in 1961, the total non-Tiwi staff on Bathurst Island numbered 13, 
this figure rose to 27 in 1969, all of these being Mission personnel.  No non-Mission 
workers were then employed at Nguiu.  By 1974, 15 religious and 19 lay personnel ad-
                                                                                                                                                  
117 Ibid. 
 
118 Kerinaiua, Walter, “Perkins’ Actions Criticised”.  In Letters to the Editor, NTN, 14/11/1975. 
 
119  (a) “Tiwi ritual renders NT Parliament sacred site”. In The Age, 2/10/1992; (b) “NT Parliament 
‘smoked’ after member’s death”.  In Koori Mail, 7/10/1992; (c) “Death of NT MP ‘reflects tragedy of Abo-
riginal life expectancy’”.  In Koori Mail, 21/10/1992, all refer to the death of a Tiwi member of the North-
ern Territory Labor Opposition.  See also, “500 NT Aborigines will cast first federal votes’. In The Cou-
rier-Mail, Brisbane, 27/6/1987: Nguiu community members voted several weeks ahead of the 1987 Federal 
elections due to the people moving out of the township for their annual bush holiday. 
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ministered the community’s day-to-day and developmental operations, although several 
of these people departed during that year.121  Four years later, the 27 Mission staff were 
outnumbered by 52 non-Tiwi employees of the various community organisations.122  
Whereas, as Sims stated,  
 
european (sic) persons chosen to act in supervisory capacities should have the 
people as their primary objective, their needs and aspirations, have patience and 
be community conscious,123  
 
some of the private sector staff were not as motivated to their work with the Tiwi as the 
mission staff had been.124  Several were found to have been untruthful as to their stated 
skills.  One enterprise manager caused ill-feeling in the community by attempting to in-
volve himself in local Indigenous politics.125  Crawford points out that since 1970, while 
there was large build-up of non-Tiwi employees, there were also endless staff changes.126   
 
The situation remained, however, wherein the councils were recognised by the Federal 
and territory governments in respect of funding grants, but they were not legal entities 
under any municipal councils legislation. In the islands, action was taken in June 1975 to 
incorporate Pularumpi (later Pirlangimpi) as Garden Point Community.127  Local gov-
ernment status was to take some years to be attained. 
 
                                                                                                                                                  
120 See Figure 23. 
121 MP. See Figure 20.  
 
122 Crawford, op. cit., p. 32.  A breakdown of these figures is set out in Figure 20. 
 
123 Sims (1976), op. cit., p. 5. 
 
124 See pp. 293 and 312 of this thesis for problems encountered with private sector staff.  Crawford, op. cit., 
p. 44, commented that male contractors employed in the community were seen as “necessary evils” by mis-
sion staff and Europeans working for Tiwi organisations.  There were allegations about the relationships 
between single contractors and Tiwi women, and also about contractors encouraging Tiwi to drink with 
them.  Crawford offers no examples of these allegations. 
 
125 Cook, op. cit., p. 148. 
 
126 Crawford, op. cit., p. 26. 
 
127 Notice of intent, dated 27/6/1975. In NTN, 29/7/1975.  An earlier notice, dated 1/11/1974, appeared in 
NTN , 18/12/1974. 
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The Aboriginal Councils and Associations Bill, introduced by the Whitlam Government 
to establish Indigenous councils and other bodies on a legal basis, was passed by the Fra-
ser Government in 1976.128  The Act did not come into operation until 1978, due to 
amendments demanded by the States.  By then, the Tiwi and other community organisa-
tions had access to the Northern Territory Associations Incorporation Act 1978 and the 
Northern Territory Local Government Act 1979.  Following the advent of self-
government in the Territory, local Indigenous communities were successfully encouraged 
by the new administration to incorporate themselves under Territory legislation rather 
than that of the Commonwealth.129   
 
The movement towards the finalisation of community government incorporation in the 
Indigenous townships was slow.   The former Snake Bay Settlement was incorporated as 
Milikapiti Township in 1981.130  In 1983 the Milikapiti Council gained legal status under 
the Community Government Council scheme. Garden Point (Pularumpi) followed in 
1984.  Both of these councils contained non-Tiwi members, whereas the Nguiu Council 
was all Tiwi.131  Nguiu applied for Community Government Council status in 1980, this 
being achieved in February 1987.  While the Milikapiti and Pularumpi Councils manage 
their respective townships and an area around each of those communities, the Nguiu 
Council covers all of Bathurst Island, that is an area of 2071 square kilometres.  This in-
cludes responsibility for the settlement of Warankuwu (Rangku).132  
 
By 1988, nine Indigenous communities had taken on Community Government status.  
According to Jackie Wolfe,  
                                                 
 
128  Commonwealth of Australia, Aboriginal Councils and Associations Act 1976, No. 186 of 1976. The 
Bill was passed by the House of Representatives on 5/11/1975, but lapsed on 11/11/1975 due to the Double 
Dissolution.  On 15/12/1976, it was assented to as an Act. 
 
129 Wolfe, Jackie, op. cit., p. 21.  In remote regions the policy of assimilation during the 1950s and 1960s 
did little to reverse what Anna Haebich has called “ongoing desperate conditions in Aboriginal communi-
ties”. 
 
130 Goodale, Jane C., “Taramaguti Today: Changing Roles of Senior Tiwi Wives As Household Managers”.  
In Pacific Studies, Vol. 19, No. 4, December 1996, p. 133.  Altman, op. cit., p. 260, says Nguiu Council 
was incorporated under the Aboriginal Councils and Associations Act 1976. 
 
131 Altman, op. cit., p. 260. 
132 Nguiu Community Government Council Annual Report 1998/99, p. 4; Northern Territory of Australia, 
Department of Community Development, Community Government Scheme Nguiu, “Plain English 
Scheme”, Draft No. 6 of 22/12/1986, pp. 1, 10. 
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Characteristics some have in common offer clues as to which communities regard 
community government as an opportunity for further development.  All four Abo-
riginal communities on Bathurst and Melville Islands are in community govern-
ment.  As early mission settlements they have had a long period of contact with 
non-Aboriginal people and institutions.  They have worked through the device of 
a council for some time.  They are close to Darwin, and get visited more regularly 
than do remote communities.  They are referred to as “progressive” communities.  
Their decision to take on community government is held up as further evidence of 
this.  Opting in early may offer an additional advantage of expanding funding and 
programs as a consequence of bureaucratic approval.  This is not to impute that 
there are no internal problems or dissent: far from it.  But for Milikapiti and Pu-
larumpi, for example, community government is a positive choice.133
 
Goodale goes further in her view of the effect of local government on the Tiwi, giving her 
opinion that 
 
In the 1980s and 1990s the respective local government councils restored consid-
erable personal and community autonomy, no more or less than enjoyed by other 
citizens of the Commonwealth.134
 
Individual and community autonomy may have been restored but it was in a form di-
vorced from the traditional “government” of the Tiwi prior to permanent contact with 
European Australia.  That autonomy now depended on western style elected councils and 
non-Tiwi administration. 
 
Traditional Social Structure, Local Government and Land Councils 
It is difficult to estimate the extent that inter-cultural contact had on the absorption of the 
Tiwi into the wider society.   The customary social structure in the form of land- 
                                                 
 
133 Wolfe, Jackie, op. cit., p. 174. 
 
134 Goodale (1996), op. cit., p. 133. 
 296
owning bands and totemic clans remained intact, although each had undergone changes 
resulting from the Tiwi taking up sedentary community life, mainly from the 1930s.  Of 
importance, the totemic or “skin” system took precedence over the land-owning bands.135   
This is not to say that the “countries” system declined in the cosmos of the Tiwi.  As we 
shall see, however, due to an increasingly sedentary existence, with the means of produc-
tion from the land no longer so important, some confusion existed about the correct mem-
bership of the bands. 
 
On the whole the adaptation of customary structures to imposed systems has worked ef-
fectively among the Tiwi.  The first of these structures, the patrilineal-based land or 
“country” band system, was employed in the establishment of the first local council at 
Nguiu in 1961.   The Nguiu community was then composed of people from all or nearly 
all of the bands from across the islands.  Initially, the bands chose their own representa-
tives on a non-voting basis, with the main elder from each band being recorded as the 
“chief” or leader of the members of each representative group.  In 1963, the council be-
came a partly elected, partly mission nominated body.  The band system continued to play 
a part in the election of members, but not in nominations. The creation of the Nguiu Shire 
Council brought in a new system, a body of sixteen elected members representing the 
four main “skin” or totemic groups:  
 
Takaringuwi (Mullet)   Larrula (Stone) 
Miyartiwi or Miartui (Pandanus)     Wantarringiwi (Sun)136
 
In comparison, the community of Snake Bay or Milikapiti was structured, in the main, 
from the bands of northern Melville Island and Karslake Island.  Garden Point  (Pir-
langimpi), as discussed, did not become a traditional Tiwi community until 1968.   Like 
Milikapiti, Pirlangimpi became the home of members of the local bands, in this case, 
from northern Bathurst Island and north-western Melville Island.  When councils were set 
up in at Milikapiti and, later, at Pirlangimpi, the band system did not come into play to a 
great extent as had occurred at Nguiu.  The small, non-permanent population of Pickerta-
ramor (Pikataramor) did not possess a local council. 
                                                 
135 Hart and Pilling, op. cit., p. 111; Cook, op. cit., p. 106. 
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The “country” or land-owning band system has formed the basis of membership of the 
Tiwi Land Council and the Tiwi Land Trust.  The recording of “country” owners within a 
band required some debate between male and female elders, as more than sixty years of 
mission and government influence, together with a period of sedentary living, had caused 
some uncertainty about some aspects of band membership and changing boundaries.137   
 
The Tiwi agreed in 1979, that the trust would be comprised of the leaders of each band.138  
Trust members were, in turn, to be members of the council, together with four other rep-
resentatives to be chosen by each of the band leaders.   In addition, the President of each 
Local Government Council in the islands was to be appointed a member of the Land 
Council.  As discussed above, people were voted to the Local Councils under the totemic 
“skin” system. 
 
In 1981, the number of bands to be represented on the all-male Land Council was con-
solidated from twelve to seven.139  The seven bands were: 
 
 
 
 
 
Mantiyupwi (Mantiyupi)   Murnupi (Munupi)                 
Malawu     Tikilaru (Jikilarruwu) 
Wulirangkuwu                                              Wurangkuwu 
Yimpinari140
                                                                                                                                                  
136 MP: Town Clerk, Nguiu, to Director, DAA, 18/1/1979.   
137 Cook, op. cit., pp. 107-108; Hart, Pilling and Goodale, op. cit., pp. 130-134. 
 
138 Tiwi Land Council Tenth Annual Report 1988/89, op. cit., p. 7.  The council uses the term “clan” in-
stead of “band” when referring to the land-owning groups.  
 
139 The membership structure of the Tiwi Land Council was approved by the Minister for Aboriginal Af-
fairs, Peter Baume, on 6 October 1981.  
140 On 26 May 1992, Ministerial approval was received for the Mirrikawuyanga land owning band to be 
represented on the Land Council.  The locality of this Melville Island “country” is difficult to identify.   
One representative from this “country” was previously listed by the Land Council as a member of the Mur-
nupi band, while the families of the other representatives identified themselves for mission purposes as be-
longing to the Marruwawu band.   Spellings of the bands and countries vary according to the researcher. 
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The following bands were not represented after 1981: 
 
Jamulampi       Jurrupi 
Minkuwu             Marruwawu 
Yangarntuwu 
 
This political consolidation of representative bands was in line with changes that have 
occurred over the years in the land-owning band structure as the territories of some bands 
have expanded or contracted, or members of several neighbouring “countries” have com-
bined.141   This is evident from research into the structure of Tiwi society over the years.   
In 1930, Hart, who later commented that the bands were “a flexible and constantly shift-
ing collection of individuals, listed nine “countries”, whereas Goodale, in 1974, recorded 
ten bands, and Ward, more recently, identified twelve.142  I would agree with Goodale, 
who states that “the boundaries between members of subcountries within the same coun-
try appear to have softened, and, in some cases, entirely disappeared”.143  The adoption of 
a settled lifestyle by virtually all of the Tiwi, broken only by the annual “bush holiday” 
for those resident at Nguiu, meant, as noted previously, a gradual loss of knowledge about 
the specific localities of various “countries” by younger Islanders.  A small number of 
people settled on the mainland, returning home only rarely or not at all. 
Sites related to Tiwi spiritual beliefs lost a lot of their significance as older people passed 
away.144  Furthermore, the traditional custom of the grave of a father or other paternal an-
cestor being a “signpost” or marker of a person’s membership of a specific land-owning 
band no longer existed in most instances.  The majority of Tiwi were now buried in the 
cemetery of one of the European-established communities or, occasionally, in the bush 
                                                 
 
141 Cook, op. cit., p. 107. 
 
142 Hart, C.W.M., “The Tiwi of Melville And Bathurst Islands”. In Oceania, Vol. 1, 1930, pp. 171-172; 
Hart and Pilling, op. cit., p. 12; Goodale (1974), op. cit., 15-16; Ward, op. cit., p. 11-12.  The name of one 
“country” (Palauwiunju) listed by Goodale carries a different name to that indicated by Ward for the same 
locality (Marruwawu). 
 
143 Goodale (1974), op. cit., pp. 13, 16. 
144 Pye, op, cit., p. 13, states, “Talking to the younger generation I find that even the land areas marked out 
by themselves have lost their meaning”.  Pye also says that “Sacred Places” have little significance to the 
people. 
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away from their own “country”.145  As Goodale points out, the controls over a “country”, 
where these are still held by the descendents of a “big man”, are now severely limited.146
 
Meeting Community Needs 
G.D. Mitchell saw a community as a self-governing body of people with mutual interests 
and feelings whose members work together to develop and maintain the structure of their 
habitancy.147  Through the growing role of their councils in developing and maintaining 
local services and infrastructure, each of the Tiwi towns met Mitchell’s definition of a 
community. 
 
Due to their circumstances, the Tiwi councils also provided several services to their re-
spective communities beyond those usually offered by municipal bodies in predominantly 
European-based towns.  The Local Government Act allows municipal bodies to undertake 
some finance-raising exercises, although they depend on funding from the Northern Terri-
tory Government for virtually all of their operating costs.  For instance, in 1984, Pu-
larumpi Council operated a cinema and travel and bank agencies and by 1988 was also 
hiring out its plant and equipment, and repairing plant, appliance and equipment owned 
by persons or organisations outside of the council.148  Milikapiti Council hired out vehi- 
cles and equipment, sold petrol, and ran a post office.149   
 
While the three councils brought income into their respective communities in the form of 
employee wages, they also brought changes to the customary decision making system.   
 
Expressions of Authority and Autonomy 
For over a decade the Tiwi had experienced imposed forms of local government and land 
management.  In the main, the decision makers in these new local authorities were males, 
                                                 
 
145 Personal observation.  Only in a few instances have deceased elders been returned to their country for 
burial.  
 
146 Goodale (1974), op. cit., p. 176. 
 
147 Mitchell, G.D. (Ed.), A New Dictionary of the Social Sciences, New York: Aldine Publishing Co., 1971, 
quoted in Shimpo, op. cit., p. 2. 
 
148 Ibid, p. 74; Turner, David, Transformation and Tradition:  a Report on Aboriginal Development in/on 
the Northern Territory of Australia, Darwin: Government Printer of the Northern Territory, 1986, p. 29. 
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although there was a call in Nguiu, at least, for more women to stand for election.150  By 
the end of the twentieth century the Tiwi leaders had accepted the replacement of custom-
ary authority with imposed western political processes.151  As Danny Munkara, then 
President of the Nguiu Community Government Council, stated, 
 
Different from the past it is not Council’s role to spend time in solving individual 
family or relationship problems.  We Tiwis have to take responsibility for our own 
actions and not blame others when things go wrong.  Nor should we expect the 
President or Councillors to help as we are working to create a better future.  The 
Mission days, when priests and nuns made decisions for all people or helped peo-
ple in trouble, are long gone – we have to solve our own problems.152  
 
Similarly, the days of government employees making decisions for the Tiwi on Melville 
Island had long gone.  By 1997, the Land Council expressed the view that non-Tiwi “do-
ing things for the Tiwi” was patronising, and that such an activity and outsiders “doing 
things with the Tiwi” were not likely to be tolerated in the foreseeable future.153  
 
As a distinct people within Indigenous Australia, the Torres Strait Islanders gained some 
level of autonomy through the creation of a Regional Authority.154  The feeling of unique-
ness and of sharing common traditions had likewise led to the Tiwi seeking, since 1978, 
the creation of a regional authority “to reflect the unity and purpose of Tiwi decision 
making”.155  On the recommendation of the Tiwi Regional Co-ordinating Committee, on 
20 April 2000, the Tiwi Land Council made a submission to the Northern Territory 
                                                                                                                                                  
149 Wolfe, Jackie, op. cit., p. 74. 
 
150 Milikapiti Community Government Council Annual Report 1998, p. 1, lists one female out of eleven 
councillors.  Nguiu Community Government Council Annual Report 1998/99, op. cit., p. 5, lists three out 
of sixteen members. NMA: Nguiu Community Government Council, Notes from the Council, 
 23/10/ 1995, p. 1, called for more female candidates. 
 
151 Holmes, op. cit., p. 26: decision making was taken out of the hands of the elders. 
 
152 Nguiu Community Government Council Annual Report 1998/1999, op. cit., p. 6. 
 
153 Tiwi Land Council Eighteenth Annual Report 1996/97, Darwin, 1997, p. 12. 
154 Arthur, W.S. and Taylor, J., “The comparative economic status of Torres Strait Islanders in Torres Strait 
and mainland Australia”. In Australian Aboriginal Studies, 1995/number 1, p. 18. 
 
155 Tiwi Land Council Twenty Second Annual Report 2000/2001, op. cit., p.36. 
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Government for the creation of a Tiwi Assembly to replace the islands’ Community Gov-
ernment Councils.156  The submission included the following vision for the future: 
 
To build an inclusive Tiwi Regional Government recognising both the realities of 
land tenure and ownership and the emerging patterns of community leadership 
within a modern forum capable of sustaining the traditional authority of our past 
and the needs of all of our people into the future.157
 
In the opinion of the Chief Executive Officer of the Department of Local Government, 
“This (was) yet another example of the capacity of the Tiwi to lead, to break the mould, 
to come first, to have a go”.158
 
A Tiwi Interim Assembly was established towards the middle of 2000. In the following 
year, due to Northern Territory legislation being unable to endorse Regional Government, 
as the Tiwi desired, the Islanders agreed to a compromise in the form of a Regional Local 
Government incorporating all of the islands.159   The Tiwi made history in 2001 when 
their Local Government Councils agreed to amalgamate as a regional local government 
body that would represent all communities and outstations in the islands.160  The new 
form of local government “would have more of an original vision and role, that would be 
more sustainable local (government) with more compassionate responsibilities”.161  The 
Tiwi Islands Local Government was incorporated on 16 July 2001.162
                                                 
156 Northern Territory Department of Local Government/Office of Aboriginal Development, Around the 
Traps, June/July 2000, pp. 1- 2  
 
157 Tiwi Land Council Twenty Second Annual Report 2000/2001, op. cit., p. 6. 
 
158  Northern Territory Department of Local Government/Office of Aboriginal Development, op. cit.,  
p. 2. 
 
159 Ibid, p. 44. 
 
160 “History made on Tiwi Islands”.  News – Australia’s Northern Territory, 10/7/2001; 
http:/www.nt.gov.au/ntg/news20010710_tiwi.shtml. (Accessed 4/11/2002). 
 
161 Legislation. Principal Act: Local Government Act.  Assembly: Ninth.  Second Reading Speech. 
http:/notes.nt.gov.au/dcm/legisl…28bc?OpenDocument&Expand Section=3; Created by Annie Ellis. Up-
dated 26/10/2001 (Accessed 4/11/1002).  See also, N.T. Department of Community Development, Sport 
and Cultural Affairs, Tiwi Islands Community Government Scheme, as in force 12 July 2001.   
 
162 Tiwi Land Council Twenty Second Annual Report 2000/2001, op. cit., p. 19. 
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Although it did not obtain the level of autonomy it sought, at a political level the commu-
nities would be able to talk with one voice in making decisions for the future.   For some 
years, there had been a realisation of the need to establish a definite economic base in the 
islands if the Tiwi are to escape the welfare syndrome upon which a number of them de-
pend for their survival.  Whereas a number of small organisations operated in the islands, 
the Tiwi Land Council increasingly took steps to locate industries that would economi-
cally benefit all Tiwi in the future.    
 
Moves for an Economic Base   
There are, say Linda Ellanna and her associates, a number of characteristics common to 
market-oriented enterprises in remote Indigenous communities.163  These characteristics, 
which are detrimental to the economic and social well-being of existing or newly-
introduced ventures, are evident in the Tiwi situation.  For instance, many economic pro-
jects in remote communities were established through government or mission bodies, 
with minimal Indigenous input.  The affairs of such enterprises can come under the influ-
ence or control of the relevant external body or bodies.   Usually, most or all other enter-
prises were operated by a community corporation rather than by an individual or a family.   
However they are operated, they usually exercise a monopoly in their area of speciality.  
Moreover, their profitability is restricted by the overheads due to their isolated location 
and the low income of their customers.  If the venture is dependent on government subsi-
dies, employment opportunities are limited.164
 
Several other factors, noticeable in various remote communities, including the Tiwi Is-
lands, can also affect the viability and lifespan of such economic ventures.  These are the 
level of interest of the community in a project once the non-Indigenous authority retires 
from the community concerned, and cultural factors likely to influence the economic well 
being of the industry. 
 
It is important to note that from the early 1950s, government policy looked to the devel-
opment of Melville Island due in part to the “positive attitude of Tiwi (sic) to education 
                                                 
163 Ellanna, Linda, Loveday, Peter, Stanley, Owen, Young, Elspeth A., and White, Ian, Economic Enter-
prises in Aboriginal Communities in the Northern Territory, Darwin: ANUNARU, October 1988, p. 55. 
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and change”.165  According to Goodale, the Tiwi believed that economic development 
would enable them to regain “the equality with the whites that they lost” in the early 
twentieth century.166  In other words, the Tiwi were perceived to be willing to move into a 
western style economy.  In the late 1960s and early 1970s, as noted in the previous chap-
ter, Catholic Missions took steps to set up economic industries aimed at providing a level 
of employment and some income for the islands.  Nguiu Ullintjinni was incorporated as 
an umbrella company for the various economic projects then underway.  Several of these 
enterprises not only demonstrated the cultural ability of the Tiwi, but also gained interna-
tional recognition.  They also indicated the need for non-Tiwi management and guidance 
at a time when the Islanders were in the throes of change from paternal control to self-
management.   
 
At least in the case of Nguiu, a number of management problems affected the operation of 
the industries.  The introduction of the Training Allowance Scheme enabled the mission 
to develop local projects to prepare the Tiwi for the future.  Long time Nguiu resident Sis-
ter Ann Gardiner commented that unfortunately little thought was given at the time “to in- 
volving the Tiwi in management and/or organisational development”.167  When Bima 
Wear was established in 1969, two aspects that were considered were the need to em-
power women through the use of their specific skills and, to some degree, to accommo-
date the avoidance relationship between certain men and women.  The latter was achieved 
by the venture employing only women.  Such consideration was sometimes not the situa-
tion in the mission days, some staff members not understanding the implications of taboo 
relationships.168
 
Incorporated in 1978, Bima Wear Association is now owned by all female residents of 
Nguiu.169  Basically, the objectives of the association are aimed at promoting the welfare 
and development of the female Tiwi of Bathurst Island by training women and girls in 
                                                                                                                                                  
164 Based on Ellanna et al, op. cit., p. 55. 
 
165 Goodale (1974), op. cit., p. 12.   
 
166 Ibid. 
167 Cook, op. cit., p. 138 
 
168 Personal observations, 1960-1965.  See p. 254, this thesis. 
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sewing skills and relevant business practices and procedures.  The association also aims 
to provide craft training and to foster and preserve traditional and other cultural activities.  
Bima Wear is an example of a unique, remote Indigenous enterprise that has overcome a 
potential financial disaster and has outgrown its early life as a mission supported project 
to become an independent operation.   
 
Tiwi Designs, also known as Tiwi Design, also had its inception in 1969, again with mis-
sion support.  As Turner points out, “a non-Aboriginal was responsible for making the 
connection between Aboriginal tradition and the Australian market”.170  From a partner-
ship between two Tiwi artists, and with the guidance of Madeleine Clear, it has developed 
into a company producing wood-block posters and silk-screen printings, as well as wood-
block designs printed on fabric.  In addition to the skills of the male artists, the sewing 
ability of a group of young Tiwi women did much to ensure the early success of the ven-
ture.  Tiwi Designs has progressed remarkably since The Western Australian reported in 
1969: 
 
At Bathurst Island Mission eleven young Aborigines are pioneering a new Indus-
try (sic). Using the techniques of silk screen printing and wood block design, they 
are producing original Arts and Crafts.171
 
Yet by 1990, Tiwi Designs was not profitable, despite a large increase in sales from 
1976.172   Margie West suggests this is due to cultural factors rather than market con-
straints.173  These factors relate to the employees’ relaxed pace of work and their methods 
of operation.  In other words, while accepting the challenge of utilising their artistic skills 
beyond the traditional methods of expression and the need for a regular income to enable 
them to purchase the European consumer goods they desire, the artists were not prepared 
                                                                                                                                                  
169 Bima Wear was incorporated under the Northern Territory Associations Act 1978, in August 1978. 
 
170 Turner, op. cit., p. 120. 
 
171 “Island Aborigines start New Industry”.  In the Western Australian, 29/11/1969, quoted in Barnes, op. 
cit., p. 83. 
 
172 Ibid. Turner, op.cit., pp. 120-121: After turning over $90,000 worth of business in 1985, the business 
was “more than breaking even” in the following year. 
 
173 West, op. cit., p. 80.   
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to comply with non-Indigenous work practices essential to the normal business ap-
proaches to profit making.  Other financial losses occurred in the 1980s, as a result of 
non-Aboriginal interests illegally copying designs produced by Tiwi artists.174
 
A third venture to receive mission support from its inception in 1972 was Tiwi Pottery.  
In November 1972, the then mission superintendent advised the Potters Society of Aus-
tralia that 
 
(The Tiwi) do not view their project solely as an economic venture but as a means 
also of expressing their artistic gifts through another medium, and that in tem-
perament the communication through art form is both a leisurely and delicate oc-
cupation.175
 
In 1975, although sales were growing, it was realised that the time taken in producing 
items would not permit it to become an economically stable project.176  Due to its input 
into the pottery, Catholic Missions, however, declined to have the project transferred into 
an incorporated Tiwi venture, which would have permitted an application for Government 
capital funding.177    
 
Despite the financial struggle, from 1977, the Tiwi potters exhibited their work in various 
venues in Australia and overseas, in addition to obtaining a number of commissions.178   
In a move towards making the project more economically efficient, Tiwi Designs as-
sumed responsibility for the management of Tiwi Pottery in 1981, while the potters con-
centrated on expanding their artistic skills.  
  
                                                 
 
174 “Rag Trade Art Heist”.  In Land Rights News, December 1987. 
 
175 Quoted in Barnes, op. cit., p. 92. 
 
176 MP: Weir and Morris (30/4/1975), op. cit., p. 19. 
 
177 Ibid. 
 
178 See, for instance, Tiwi Pottery Bathurst Island, an exhibition at Aladdin Gallery, Sydney: Aladdin Gal-
lery, 1977; Stannard, Bruce, “Aboriginal art in Pottery”. In The National Times, March 28 – April 2, 1977; 
Tiwi Pottery, Bathurst Island, an Exhibition of Tiwi Pottery from Bathurst Island, The Potters’ Gallery, 
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A wider representation of Tiwi artistic endeavour has been encouraged and marketed 
through Tiwi Pima Art, which developed with the assistance of Tiwi Designs in early 
1978.  It was incorporated as the Tiwi Ngaripaluwamigi Aboriginal Corporation, trading 
as Tiwi Pima Art, in June 1980.179   Through its purchase, exhibitions and sales of cus-
tomary artifacts and paintings, the corporation has done much to reveal traditional Tiwi 
artistic culture to the wider Australian public.  Consequently, the demand for Tiwi art de-
veloped dramatically.  A deterioration in the quality of the artists’ work and management 
difficulties, however, led to Tiwi Pima Art being administered by Tiwi Designs.180
 
The introduction of organised, modern art techniques did not occur in the Melville Island 
communities until the 1980s.  Silk-screen printing, sewing and leather-work were intro-
duced at Milikapiti in the mid-1980s, as part of an adult education/community employ-
ment programme.181  Various art forms, including the production of garments bearing tra-
ditional motifs, developed quickly.  A co-operative of all local Tiwi artists was incorpo-
rated as the Jilamara Arts and Crafts Association in 1989.182   The Aboriginal Develop-
ment Commission noted in 1989 that 
 
In its initial years, the new art movement at Milikapiti was guided by adult educa-
tors. The success of Tiwi Design and Bima Wear spawned interest from many 
other Aboriginal communities which also have very limited opportunities for eco-
nomic development outside of similar art/craft bases enterprises.  In response to 
this interest, the ADC has recently provided funds for the establishment of Jila-
mara at Milikapiti…183  
                                                                                                                                                  
Darlinghurst, Sydney: Aboriginal Arts Board, 1980; Clarke, Robyn, “Craft”. In The Age, 7/10/1982; and 
“Tiwi Pottery in Perth”. In Land Rights News, December 1987, p. 15. 
 
179 The organisation was incorporated under the Aboriginal Councils and Associations Act 1976. 
Ngaripaluwamigi means “to teach” or ‘to educate”.  Pima (Bima) translates as  “bush curlew”. 
 
180 Barnes, op. cit., p. 106; Cook, op. cit., p. 151.  Cook says the production and sale of art items were er-
ratic. 
181 Barnes, op. cit., p. 114, says the programme commenced in 1985; Jilamara Business Plan, undated  (c. 
1999), p. 1, gives the year as 1986. 
 
182 Incorporated under The Northern Territory Associations and Corporations Act in 1989, the association 
has a Tiwi executive committee. Jilamara translates as “(any) colour” or “paint”. 
 
183 Quoted in Barnes, op. cit., p. 114.  Turner, op. cit., p. 121:  The success of Bima and Tiwi Designs en-
couraged similar enterprises in other places such as Milikapiti, Port Keats (Wadeye) and Jabiru.  
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As at Nguiu, traditional art was Europeanised, moving beyond a specialisation in custom-
ary carvings and paintings to the adaptation of designs on bark paintings for textile pro-
duction and paintings on linen and paper.  The first exhibition of art from Milikapiti was 
held in Darwin in 1990. 
 
The art industry at Pirlangimpi also grew out of an adult education programme, aimed at 
creating employment for local women.  Nuns working in the community introduced sew-
ing, hand painting of altar cloths, and raffia doll making to the women.184  These artistic 
skills were new to most of the women, although some had learnt sewing at Nguiu.  In 
1986, Eddie Puruntatameri, who pioneered pottery at Nguiu, established the Pirlangimpi 
Pottery.  Two years later, a small silk-screen painting project was established there also.  
Due to a lack of funds, the project had to struggle for some time, this still being the situa-
tion in 1990. 
 
In August 1990, the Munupi Arts and Crafts Association were incorporated, bringing to-
gether the Yikikini Women’s Centre, as the women’s programme was called, and the Pir-
langimpi Pottery.185
 
In 1995, as a person long interested in Tiwi art in its customary format, researcher Sandra 
Holmes considered that traditional art was gone.186  I would argue that a small quantity of 
traditional work is still produced by older Tiwi, and that although wooden carvings manu-
factured by some younger Islanders are not “pure” traditional art, the knowledge of “old 
style” carving still exists.187  
 
                                                 
 
184 Wilson, M.J., Ministry Among Aboriginal People, Blackburn: Collins Dove, 1988, and Stockton, op. 
cit., points out that in the post mission era, some nuns carried out a variety of parish-type duties in remote 
Aboriginal and islander communities.  These include nursing, teaching, and social and community work.  
185 Tiwi Islands, Tiwi Land Council, undated (c. 1999), p.11. 
 
186 Holmes, op. cit., p. 26. 
 
187 Personal observations in the Tiwi Islands and in museums and art galleries in various parts of Australia, 
1960-2000. 
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In the final decade of the century, contemporary art flourished, with displays of work 
coming out of Tiwi Designs, which was now a commercially viable enterprise.188  Within 
a few months of the incorporation of the Munupi Arts Centre, female artists from Pir-
langimpi displayed their prints, etchings and linocuts, nationally and internationally.189  
Artists from Milikapiti, who faced “the issues of changing aesthetic values, generation 
expectations, and continuing the tradition of old Tiwi culture, exhibited around Australia 
examples of both old and new art in its various guises.190
 
Bima Wear, on the other hand, suffered financially through vandalism and thefts.  The 
then manager, Kevin Quigley, claimed heavy losses through such acts, especially in 
1999-2000.191  An alarm system had not deterred those responsible.  European-type 
criminal acts such as these were unknown in the era before self-determination. 
 
From the development of art centres in the islands, it is clear that the Tiwi were increas-
ingly prepared to exploit their traditional art for monetary gain.  This, to a growing de-
gree, required the adaptation of traditional skills and motifs to non-Indigenous art forms.  
Whatever area of production the artists were involved in, they were being absorbed fur-
ther into the Australian cash system. At the same time, cultural factors, such as working 
for a limited number of hours affected their ability to earn a larger income.  In 1989, for 
instance, on the average, Bima Wear sewing staff and artists worked only a 28 hour 
week.192
 
                                                 
 
188Tiwi Land Council Twenty Second Annual Report 2000/2001, op, cit., pp. 35-37; Mellor, Doreen, “In-
digenous Australian Dyed and Printed Textiles”. In Artlink, Vol. 17, No. 1, 1997, pp. 48-49; Shulz, Dennis, 
“Crafty Commerce”. In The Bulletin, 2/11/1993: Tiwi Designs operated an outlet at Darwin Airport.  It later 
closed. 
 
189 Freeman-Greene, Suzy, “Fitting mix of icons for Tiwi artists”. In The Age, 6/8/1992; Munupi Dreaming;  
“A touring exhibition for Community Aid Abroad/ Freedom from Hunger”, 1992; Tiwi Land Council 
Twenty First Annual Report 1999/2000, op, cit., p. 29. 
 
190 Tiwi on Wood, Alcaston Gallery, Melbourne, October 1999, p. 2.  
191 Interview with Kevin Quigley, Nguiu, 21/6/2000 and 26/6/2000.  Quigley blamed the use of drugs and 
alcohol for the break-ins.  Rightly or wrongly, he felt that young men, envious of the enterprise being 
owned by the women, were the culprits.   
 
192 CRAACI: submission by Denise McCarthy, Bima Wear, 13/3/1989, p. 2.  
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Working hours aside, art and clothing production, though frequently subsidised in one 
form or another from government sources, contributed to the Tiwi economy.  A large 
amount of this production was, as we have seen, derived from projects set up by Catholic 
Missions or the government, or by advisers funded by government agencies.  There were, 
however, other non-Tiwi initiated projects, some of a long-term nature, that were dis-
carded by the Tiwi or were closed down because of insufficient support by the Islanders 
or for economic reasons.  A similar situation was noticeable in other remote communi-
ties.193
 
On Bathurst Island various projects set up under the auspices of the mission or through 
the Nguiu Ullintjinni Association ceased to operate.  These included a market garden, a 
poultry farm, a fishing project, a bakery, a sawmill, and Tiwi Treated Timber, which op-
erated at Paru, on nearby Melville Island.194  Later, much of the long-standing coco- nut 
plantation was removed to make way for housing.  Market gardens were also wound 
down at Milikapiti and Pirlangimpi.  A garden and piggery had long operated at Pir-
langimpi during its existence as Garden Point Mission for children of mixed descent.  In 
1976, a market garden was re-established there, providing fruit and vegetables for Nguiu 
and Milikapiti, as well as Pirlangimpi.195  Isolation and limited employment opportunities 
affected the project.  It is suggested that the abandonment of the garden at Milikapiti was 
a consequence of the introduction of award wages in the mid 1970s, which resulted in a 
reduction in employment opportunities.196   A proposal, in 1983, to set up a new garden 
outside of Milikapiti was not successful due to a lack of funding for the provision of a 
                                                 
 
193 Personal observations.  For instance, a market garden, a sawmill, a pine plantation and a fishing project 
were abandoned in Maningrida.  A furniture factory and a fishing industry were closed at Galiwinku. 
 
194 NMA: (a) Mission Superintendent to Principal Forestry Officer, 8/10/1973: the sawmill at Nguiu closed 
down in June 1973; (b) Accountant to Director, Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 9/10/1975: Tiwi Treated 
Timber Company was, unfortunately, in liquidation. The Tiwi communities, like other Aboriginal commu-
nities, depended heavily on government grants to meet operating costs.  See Thomas, Weir and Morris, 
(30/4/1974) op. cit.; Weir and Morris (30/4/1975), op. cit.; Weir, D. and Morris, J., Review of Employment 
at Milikapiti [Snake Bay], 15/4/1975 and Weir, D. and Morris, J., Review of Special Employment Projects, 
Garden Point, 30/4/1975 (both Reports to Director of Aboriginal Affairs). 
 
195 Ellis, Jack, “A Paradise in the Wilderness”.  In NTN, 15/8/1979, p. 13. 
 
196 Harrison, Lindsey, Diet and Nutrition in a Tiwi Community, PhD Thesis, ANU, April 1986, p. 24.  In 
the Northern Territory, award wages for Aborigines were phased in from 1 October 1974. 
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water supply.197   One project that was not to continue was a new market garden and poul-
try farm complex, set up near Nguiu in 1976.198
 
With the transfer of control of municipal operations from the mission to the Nguiu Coun-
cil in the early 1980s, responsibility for economic development remained with the Nguiu 
Ullintjinni Association rather than being passed to the council.  A government enquiry 
reported that the factional nature of enterprise associations meant that councils have little 
control over development within their respective communities.199  
 
When it amended its constitution in 1974, the Nguiu Ullintjinni Association had as two of 
its major objectives the promotion of the social, cultural and economic development of 
the Tiwi residents of Nguiu, and the establishment and operation of suitable business en-
terprises on Bathurst Island.200  
 
In the same year, the association operated a store, bank agency, post office, social club, 
film club, ferry, artifacts sales and tourism.  In the late 1970s and early 1980s, a bakery, 
poultry farm, market garden, and a fishing operation were also set up by the association.  
As mentioned previously, all of these closed down due to financial difficulties or insuffi-
cient interest on the part of the Tiwi.201  Cook suggests a further reason for their demise.  
In his view, what occurred here was common to many enterprises established in mission 
days, their closure being probably due to the Tiwi being given only menial type jobs in 
such enterprises.202  
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Following the mission’s withdrawal from most of its responsibilities in Nguiu, the Nguiu 
Ullintjinni Association discarded the cultural and social aspect of its activities.203  It then 
ran a garage, a takeaway food shop, and a supermarket. 
 
Whereas the annual general meetings of Bima Wear and Tiwi Designs have raised rela-
tively little community interest, the elections during the Nguiu Ullintjinni’s AGMs have 
attracted heavy politicking among the Tiwi.  The association has made good profits and 
heavy losses during its lifetime.  The reasons behind this fluctuation in economic viability 
can be attributed to both Tiwi and non-Tiwi factors.  For one thing, from the earliest days 
of this and the other economic ventures in the Tiwi Islands, the people were involved in 
the committees and, at times, the management, of these industries without adequate train-
ing and appropriate preparation.204  At another level, and this is common in most, if not 
all, traditional Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory, the economic well-
being of business enterprises has been subject to the customary obligation system.205  
Writing of the former Anglican missions in Arnhem Land, Keith Cole commented that 
Aboriginal girls employed in the shops on the stations initially experienced difficulties 
when relatives demanded favours such as goods without payments under the traditional 
obligation system.206
 
This indicates the strength of a non-western custom, requiring Aboriginal and Islander 
employees, in the contemporary situation, to meet the demands of relatives for goods or 
cash.207  Refusal to misappropriate goods or cash when requested by relatives can lead to 
verbal or physical retribution.  
                                                 
 
203 Ibid. 
 
204 Young, Elspeth, Outback stores: Retail services in North Australian Aboriginal communities,  
Darwin: ANUNARU, 1984, p. 70.  In 1982, a Tiwi man managed the Nguiu store with the support of sev-
eral Europeans.  He later resigned. 
 
205 Ibid, p. 61, states that in 1982, the Nguiu store lost heavily “due to free distribution/pilfering”. 
206 Cole, Keith, From Mission to Church. The CMS Mission to the Aborigines of Arnhem Land 1908-1985, 
Bendigo: Keith Cole Publications, 1985, p. 174.  Dr. Cole further states that the problem has “by and large 
been overcome”.  It is not clear how the problem of kinship obligations was overcome in this instance or 
whether it returned.  The author was advised of the problem at Oenpelli, a former Church Missionary Soci-
ety mission station, in the late 1970s. Cole, an Anglican priest and anthropologist, was founding Principal 
of Nungalinya College, a multi-Church based Indigenous College in Darwin.   
 
207 Ibid, pp. 141, 144.   
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At Nguiu, as in other Indigenous communities, non-Tiwi management has not been with-
out its faults, sometimes serious.208  Some managers did not possess the skills they 
claimed to have had when employed.  As Cook has commented, during the 1980s, non-
Tiwi management failed to properly rectify inadequate stock control practices.209  An-
other manager was paid commission fees, in lieu of wages, for stock not received from 
her partner’s company.  As a result Nguiu Ullintjinni suffered a heavy financial loss.  Un-
fortunately, for unidentified reasons, the Tiwi have been reluctant to take legal action in 
cases like this where managers have been dishonest.210  Another manager set up economic 
ventures that were unsuccessful. 
 
In some ways, the situation at Nguiu Ullintjinni reflected that at Tiwi Designs.  In both 
instances, European staff made decisions which the Tiwi executive or workers accepted.  
Again, the Tiwi have demonstrated little interest in the administrative aspects of the busi-
ness.  Tiwi management of the ventures has not been without severe problems.  Looking 
at Tiwi Designs, West found that the general lack of interest in the management side can 
be related to social factors and to the general dislike of hierarchical power structures out-
side of the ritual context.211
 
This finding relates equally to other enterprises in the Tiwi Islands.  In each instance, 
management problems were difficult to resolve, due not only to a lack of interest in mak-
ing difficult decisions, but also to the inability of Indigenous management to resolve the 
demands placed on workers by kin relationships.   
 
One area in which Tiwi employees took a keen interest in their work was the timber plan-
tation operation.  Since the 1950s, forestry had been seen as a future economic base for 
the Tiwi, especially on Melville Island.  As M.W. Haines has pointed out, the Islanders 
                                                 
 
208 The author witnessed similar problems at Ngukurr and Standley Chasm in the 1970s. 
 
209 Cook, op. cit., p. 147. 
 
210 Ibid, pp. 146-148. 
211 West, op. cit., p. 46. 
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were very supportive of the project.212  Commenting on the focus on Melville Island for 
plantation work, Haines wrote, 
 
A further important factor has been the involvement of the Tiwi people of 
Bathurst and Melville islands in the development of forestry, and their acceptance 
and support for the forestry project.213
 
In 1986, the 17 Tiwi employees involved in the project formed 60 per cent of the total 
forestry workforce on the island.214  In Haines’ view, “if the employment record is a reli-
able guide, the Tiwis appear to have a natural affinity with the type of work that is gener-
ated by forestry operations”.215  The average length of service among the Tiwi workers in 
this area was approximately 10 years, several having been employed for 23 years.216  De-
spite assessments in 1980 and 1985, which indicated that economic and social benefits 
would flow to the Tiwi, the Northern Territory Government withdrew from the project in 
1986, except for continuing technical advice.217  In December 1986, the Tiwi Land Coun-
cil formed Pirntubula Pty. Ltd., to develop economic programmes for the islands.  One of 
these was Melville Forest Products Pty. Ltd. 
 
Faced with the problem of limited employment opportunities in the islands for the Tiwi 
work force, members of the Land Council voiced the need for economic independence.  
During discussions on the formation of Pirntubula in 1986, the Chairman of the Land 
Council stated that “…the welfare system is destroying our pride and culture.  We must 
encourage and be encouraged to be successful in business”.218  Two years later, the 
Chairman saw the company as “securing a Tiwi economic foundation which is vital for 
                                                 
 
212 PWC, op. cit., p. 41. 
 
213 Haines, M.W., An Outline of the Melville Island Plantation Forestry Project, Darwin: Conservation 
Commission of the Northern Territory, April 1986, p. 5. 
 
214 Ibid, p. 14. 
 
215 Ibid. 
 
216 Ibid. 
217 PWC, op. cit., p 41.  Interview with Max Daniels Wundjitta, Milikapiti, 3/7/2000.  At least one planta-
tion on Melville Island was overgrown following the cessation of the project. 
 
218 Ibid, p. 48. 
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our future independence and security”.219  Two points of interest arise here.  Firstly, the 
Chairman recognised the futility of the paternalistic, protectionist policies that had man-
aged the Tiwi until the change of attitude on the part of the Commonwealth Government.  
Secondly, there was a realisation that the island community had to become part of the 
European-Australian based economy if it was to survive in its own right, independent of 
the social security system.220
 
Through Pirntubula, the Tiwi went into partnership with various outside companies.  
Apart from forestry, these joint ventures included a barge service, a day tour operation, a 
fishing lodge, a local airline, the harvesting of undomesticated buffalo on Melville Island, 
and pearl farming.  Some of these ventures were successful, others failed or were with-
drawn from due to financial, cultural or operational reasons.  A few were commenced be-
fore the advent of Pirntubula, which has revived or restructured several projects.  
 
Plans to develop tourism at Pirlangimpi, on a scale beyond that which had operated at 
Nguiu in the 1960s, were slow to come to fruition for a variety of reasons.221  Eventually, 
both of the major islands were involved in the enterprise.222    
 
In remote communities, the selection of Indigenous management trainees has to reflect 
traditional as well as contemporary western criteria.  In the case of the Tiwi, as in other 
traditional areas, the ideals of a suitable European style education and appropriate work 
or enterprise skills are not enough. As several observers have noted, cultural factors, such 
as kinship, avoidance requirements and the level of responsibility, must also be under-
                                                 
 
219 Tiwi Business Pirntubula Pty Ltd., Darwin: Tiwi Land Council, 1986, p. 3. 
 
220 It is not clear as to the extent the Tiwi Land Council suggested the people move towards independence, 
that is economically or politically.  In “The Tiwi Islands”, Kam Yan series, ABC TV, 1996 (henceforth 
Kam Yan), the then President of the Nguiu Council spoke of future independence for the Tiwi.  Another 
symbol of the Tiwi feeling of distinctiveness was the creation of their own flag in 1995, and now flown 
over their communities. 
 
221 Altman, op. cit., pp. 261-266. 
 
222 “Out of Africa, on our doorstep”. In Sunday Telegraph, 9/8/1987, p. 72; “Tiwi Expansion at Milikapiti”. 
In Natsip, Newsletter of the Bicentennial National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Program, January 
1988. 
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stood and taken into consideration in the selection if conflict is to be avoided among the 
Tiwi.223   
 
In 1975, the Minister for Aboriginal Affairs stated that he was impressed “by the re-
sourcefulness, industry and creativity” of the Tiwi, and further that “there is no doubt that 
with a little assistance the community can (be) economically self-sustaining”. 224   For 
commercial reasons, several economic ventures, such as the safari style camp set up at 
Putjamirra, near Pirlangimpi, in 1986, had to be established and operated through agree-
ments with mainstream Australian companies.225  
 
In the long run, by 1990, self-management had brought a wider range of employment 
skills and positions to the islands.  Realistically, however, many of the positions were 
filled by non-Tiwi employees.  In their attempt to earn money, unemployed Islanders 
came to see card-playing as “working”.  To a large extent, the engagement of a large 
number of Europeans can be accounted for by a lack of appropriate educational and job 
qualifications on the part of a number of the Islanders.   As has been shown, cultural fac-
tors also played their part in the dependence upon non-Tiwi management and supervision. 
 
The 1990s saw new efforts to ensure a financial future for the islands.  Foremost among 
these was an agreement, in 1999, to set up a pilot project for a barramundi farming indus-
try at the site of the former Barra Base fishing lodge on Bathurst Island.226  A major un-
dertaking has been the establishment of tropical hardwood plantations, especially with the 
withdrawal of government funding for the $60 million cypress pine project on Melville 
Island and its closure in 1995.227  A wood chip mill and a ship-loading facility on Mel-
                                                 
223 Cook, op. cit., p. 2; Sims (1976), op. cit.. p. 3; Personal observations.  Several of these cultural traits can 
be noted as “the demands system” and “who can work with whom”. 
 
224 DAA Media Release No. 20/75, op. cit. 
 
225 Newsvoice, ABC Radio, 3WV, 6/9/1985; “Island opens doors”. In Northern Territory Digest, Vol. 9, 
No. 3, September 1987, pp. 35-37. 
 
226 “A Pivotal Project for Tiwi Islanders”.  In Territory Business, Second Quarter, 2000, p. 31; Tiwi Islands, 
op. cit., p. 17.  The agreement was reached with Pivot Aquaculture  
 
227 Tiwi Islands, op. cit., p. 6; Tiwi Land Council Eighteenth Annual Report 1996/97, op. cit., p. 18:  Nego-
tiations with Sylvatech Australia, a forestry firm, commenced in 1995.  Tiwi Land Council Thirteenth An-
nual Report 1991/92, Darwin, 1992, p. 14: The cypress pine forest, the maintenance of which cost $1 mil-
lion per year, was estimated to be worth $200 million when it came into full production in 1998. 
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ville Island are proposed as part of the hardwood operation.228  In 1995, negotiations also 
took place in respect of the use of the pine plantations on Melville Island for the harvest-
ing of cypress, which will include a loading facility for ships.229
 
An assessment of eastern Melville Island for use as a space base, which involved discus-
sions with Russian, American and Australian interests was shelved in 1995 for interna-
tional reasons.230  Tiwi support for the proposal had not been unanimous, in any case.  
Some argued that there was a need for money for community infrastructure, while others 
held that the base, if established, would bring more Europeans to the islands, which did 
not please them.231  
 
Essential to the future well-being of the Tiwi was the establishment of the Tiwi Islands  
 
Training and Employment Board late in 1997, and the preparation of a Tiwi Regional 
Education, Training and Employment strategy a year later.  By the end of 2000, 62 Tiwi 
were undergoing apprenticeships over a range of government and private enterprise in-
dustries. At the same time, a large number of Tiwi were working through the Community 
Development Employment Programme, that is, they were working for unemployment 
benefits while contributing to the operation of their respective communities.232  
 
Areas of special employment were coastal care works at Milikapiti and the Tiwi Marine 
Ranger programme, while Ngaruwanajirri, which has been operating since 1993, was the 
first of only two Supported Employment Services for disabled people in Indigenous 
communities.233  In 2000, Ngaruwanajirri supported 14 disabled Tiwi artists and furniture 
makers.  
                                                                                                                                                  
 
228 Discussions with John Hicks, Darwin, 3/12/2001, and Cyril Rioli, also in Darwin, 5/12/2001. 
 
229 Ibid.  Australian Cypress Oils proposes to extract oil from the cypress pines. 
 
230 Tiwi Land Council Nineteenth Annual Report 1997/98, Darwin, 1998, p. 20; Tiwi Land Council Eight-
eenth Annual Report 1996/97, op. cit., p. 20. 
 
231 Interview with John Bernard Tipurui, Nguiu, 27/6/2000. 
232 Milikapiti Community Government Council (1998), op. cit., p. 5; NCGC (1999), op. cit., p. 11. 
 
233 Tiwi Land Council Twenty Second Annual Report 2000/2001, op. cit., pp. 38-39:  In 2000, three 
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Art and tourism provided a regular income for the Tiwi community.  Tours of the Tiwi 
Islands included an overnight camp at Moantu, a lake that in the past was held to be of 
spiritual significance as the home of the Rainbow Serpent.234  The Tiwi Tourism Author-
ity was formed in the middle of the decade, with the stated aim of taking tourism activity 
in the islands.235  External interests operated tourist attractions on Melville Island through 
financial arrangements with relevant Tiwi land-owners.236
 
Since the days of the mission and government presence in the islands, a number of indus-
tries, both large and small, have been established to meet domestic needs and to create an 
economic base for the Tiwi.  With the advent of self-determination, some of these pro-
jects were abandoned by the Islanders.  Other industries developed by the mission and 
others introduced in more recent years have proved to be successful to varying degrees.  
For cultural reasons, some difficulties have occurred in some enterprises. The Tiwi Land 
Council realises, however, that the communities must escape the welfare syndrome and 
for this reason has sought to establish a reliable economic base for the future of the peo-
ple.  
 
Conclusion 
The advent of the Whitlam Government was a major turning point in the political and 
economic development of the Tiwi, as it was for other remote Indigenous communities.  
The paternalistic administration of the Northern Territory Administration and Catholic 
Missions were gradually replaced by the concept of consultation and imposed self-
management structures designed to meet requirements set by the new government policy 
of self-determination.  The granting of land rights to the Tiwi led to the Islanders seeking 
and receiving legislative authority to establish their own Land Council as part of their 
                                                                                                                                                  
“expatriate staff” were employed in this programme.  Tiwi Land Council Twenty First Annual Report 
1999/2000, op, cit., p. 31.  Nguiu News, July 1998, p. 5. 
 
234 Tourism in the Tiwi Islands has received wide media exposure, for instance, Dembon, Gary, “Tiwi 
Tours”. In  Koori Mail, 23/3/1994, p. 20; Perrottet, Tony, “Plum tuckered out”. In The Weekend Australian, 
28-29/9/1996, pp. 14, 16; Stewart, Paul, “Good Old Tiwi”. In Sunday Herald Sun, 1/1/1998,  
p. 55.  
 
235 Tiwi Land Council Sixteenth Annual Report 1994/95, op cit., pp. 21-22. 
 
236 Tiwi Land Council Eighteenth Annual Report 1996/97, op. cit., p. 20. 
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claim of uniqueness in the Indigenous world.  Towards the end of the twentieth century in 
the name of their island identity they sought to obtain a level of political autonomy.  For 
legal reasons this was not wholly possible.  However, they now have a regional local gov-
ernment to administer domestic operations in the islands.   
 
In its movement from a long term situation of control by Church and government to one 
in which they were a self-managing entity, the Tiwi were faced with a reality in which 
their communities were populated by more Europeans than ever before, a number of 
whom supervised and operated the agencies and organisations the Tiwi were nominally 
responsible for.  Moreover, they were subjected to the requirements of western bureauc-
racies, which replaced customary decision making processes and methods, and which ne-
cessitated a number of their customary decision-making processes being adapted to the 
western system.    
 
The period 1972 to 2000 was also a time of some uncertainty for the older Tiwi as 
younger, educated people took on decision-making roles in respect of local government 
and land matters.  There was, however, a level of difficulty in the economic progress of 
the islands’ communities, due to kinship responsibilities, Tiwi work practices in some ar-
eas, and a failure to successfully install an Indigenous management system across the lo-
cal enterprises.  A problem was also encountered with some non-Tiwi employed in some 
business operations. 
 
A thread of Tiwi culture, of Tiwi “ways”, ran through this time and process of transfor-
mation.  It is evident in the manner in which the people contested the proposals to mine 
sand and to conduct a wood chip industry in the islands.  It can be seen, too, in the refusal 
of various Tiwi to accept the western ethic of a full working week.  Moreover, the cus-
tomary structure of Tiwi society was called into play in the organisation of both the 
community government and land councils. 
 
Politically and culturally, land was, and is, important to the Tiwi.  The return of the is-
lands was a landmark in the history of the people.  The Tiwi Land Council has actively 
pursued the use of the land as an economic base, the achievement of which will be impor-
tant to the financial security of the Tiwi.  The survival of the community, however, relies 
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not only on land but also on forms of employment not directly tied to the land, to the 
physical development of the towns, to meeting the requirements of government and west-
ern society, and to overcoming the social and cultural problems resulting from self-
determination.  This indicates that while land rights are necessary to Aboriginal and Is-
lander communities, unless the land is highly productive, such as in minerals, and the tra-
ditional owners allow the industry to proceed, it not sufficient on its own to ensure the 
survival of the communities.  
 
In coming to terms with the political and economic realities of self-determination and 
self–management, the Tiwi have been politically successful.  Enterprise programmes have 
been launched towards solving the financial and employment difficulties facing the Tiwi.  
The advent of the new rights also required the Tiwi to confront social and cultural differ-
ences as they attempted to adjust to living in a world vastly different to that in which they 
had previously resided under the protection of the Church and the government. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
The Effects of Self-Determination on the Social and 
                                 Cultural Life 
 
(1972 – 2000) 
 
Introduction. 
The final decades of the twentieth century witnessed several further social changes in the 
Tiwi Islands.  The people had taken on many trappings of western society, adapting to 
their new circumstances.  Their communities enjoyed similar facilities to small tropical 
towns on the mainland to an extent never envisaged in 1919.1  Among `the western values 
accepted in the islands were aspects of the youth culture of the western world which were 
adopted by young Tiwi.2  At the same time, school children possessed little knowledge of 
the resources and geography of their respective “countries”.3  A contributing factor to this 
situation was the fact that, while residents of Nguiu still participated in the annual bush 
holidays, interest in this activity was reportedly waning.4  Although assimilation was 
occurring in the Tiwi lifestyle and some of their customs, they were secure in the 
knowledge that the islands were once again their own by legal right.  Any intrusion into 
the islands by outside authorities or individuals required the permission of the Tiwi.  
Furthermore, in 1995 they emphasised their identity and uniqueness with the creation of 
their own flag. 
 
Transformation of the Tiwi lifestyle, which had been gradually occurring from the contact 
with the buffalo shooters and the early missionaries, became more pronounced with the 
closer contact with western society and the demands of self-determination.  Not only were 
there adaptations to European art forms but modifications were evident in a number of 
customs and practices.  While both continuity and change were apparent in sexual and 
marriage practices, the custom of supplementing European rations with “bush tucker” 
                                                 
1 Tiwi Land Council Twenty First Annual Report 1999/2000, op cit., p. 24.  Nguiu Community Government 
Council, Notes from the Council, September 1996, p. 2: Army engineers were responsible for some of the 
development in the 1990s.  
 
2 For instance, Barnes, op. cit., pp. 88-89, states that various young Tiwi formed rock and reggae bands. 
 
3 Interview with John Hicks, Tiwi Land Council, 5/12/2000. 
 
4 Ngirramini Ngini Tiwi, 25/6/2000; ABC TV News, Darwin, 20/6/2000. 
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was, to a large extent, replaced with a higher consumption of western foods.  The health 
and well-being of the community were affected by another European import, liquor.  The 
excessive consumption of alcohol and the accompanying violence dealt a blow that could 
have damaged the social cohesion of the Tiwi.  This was a situation that not only reflected 
the changed circumstances of many Indigenous communities in remote regions of 
Australia, but also made clear the price the Tiwi were paying for their freedom from the 
impositions that had been placed on them by the earlier government policies.    
 
This, the final chapter, is dedicated to an investigation of the social and cultural status of 
the Tiwi in the final decades of the twentieth century, including attitudes towards 
marriage, sexual practices and family customs, the threat to social cohesion by violence, 
and efforts to retain a pride in Tiwi society and history in the face of inroads by western 
society.  The matters of health and education are looked at, as are efforts to make the 
Church more attractive to the Tiwi.     
 
Christianity: Bringing Culture to the Church 
By the mid-1960s, a growing realisation occurred among missionaries of various 
denominations of the need for greater involvement of Aboriginal and Islander Christians 
in the attitude and practices of their local churches.  While other denominations were able 
to introduce Indigenous clergy into their ranks, the Catholic Church did not attract any 
candidates.5  Simultaneously, the attendance at services declined, as was occurring 
elsewhere in the world.  The Church, nevertheless, continued to play a significant part in 
the life of the Tiwi.  Some quarters of the Catholic Church in the Northern Territory were 
aware of the need to bring a level of indigenisation, mainly through symbolism, to the 
churches on the mission stations.  In the islands this involved  “Tiwi-ising ” the local 
churches.   
 
In his criticism of missions in the Northern Territory in 1967, Charles Perkins claimed 
that  
 
The Church’s power over the Aborigines is too strong; it is the right of all peoples 
to freedom of worship.  In the North, this freedom is denied the Aborigines, 
                                                 
5 From a European point of view, the Church’s requirements of seminary qualifications, and possibly 
celibacy, could make the ordination of a Tiwi priest difficult to achieve. 
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because they are brought up according to the religion of the Mission in which they 
are born.6
 
The points raised by Perkins require some clarification.  To some degree, over a long 
period of time, the Northern Territory was divided into spheres of denominational 
influence.  The Methodist Overseas Missions (now the Uniting Church) established a 
presence along the north coast of Arnhem Land, while the Church Missionary Society 
(CMS) of the Anglican Church set up its stations in the south-east and the west of 
Arnhem Land.7  Catholic Missions worked in the north-west of the Northern Territory, 
including the Tiwi Islands.  This body was also present in Central Australia, to the east of 
Alice Springs, while the Lutheran Church of Australia operated to the west of that town.8  
Although it did not set up mission stations, the Baptist Church placed missionaries in 
some Indigenous communities to the north-west of Alice Springs.   
 
Under “a comity of missions”, missionaries of one denomination did not move into the 
theatre of influence of other Churches.9  Thus, an Aboriginal resident of an area under the 
missionary control of a specific denomination knew no other form of Christianity unless 
he or she moved from his or her home area.  The older people had the choice of being a 
convert according to the dogma of the missionary body they were in contact with, or 
remaining a non-Christian.  The situation was different for many younger people if they 
lived on a mission station.  Over the years, as their parents accepted the teachings of the 
missionaries, they, too, were usually baptised, either as infants or school children.  As 
Cole said,  “thus Christian Aborigines of Arnhem land are not Anglican or Methodist by 
choice, but by geographic chance”.10  Evangelisation was a major role of the various 
denominations, although there was no forcing of people to be baptised.   
 
                                                 
6 NMA: Correspondence regarding criticism of missions by Charles Perkins in April 1967, op. cit.  
 
7 The CMS originally operated in the south-east of Arnhem Land but moved into Oenpelli, in the west of 
that former reserve, when Catholic Missions declined an invitation from the government to establish a 
mission there.  See McKenzie, op. cit., for a popular history of the Methodist stations, and Cole (1985), op. 
cit., for the story of the CMS missions. 
 
8 Leske, op. cit., is a history of the Lutheran mission. 
 
9 Cole Keith, The Aborigines of Arnhem Land, Adelaide: Rigby, 1979, p. 111. 
 
10 Ibid. 
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The first Aborigines to become ministers of the Lutheran and Methodist Churches were 
ordained in 1964 and 1966 respectively.  The Anglican Church in the Northern Territory 
gained its first Indigenous priest in 1973.  Each of these denominations ordained further 
Aboriginal clergymen.  There have been no Catholic priests from the Tiwi Islands.  A 
small number of men have taken on the responsibility of Special Ministers, performing 
duties that do not require ordination, while one man commenced training to be a 
Deacon.11  Apart from being a progression of the Catholic Church across Australia, in the 
context of the Tiwi islands, such appointments were in line with past moves to indigenise 
the church there. 
 
In its final years administering the Nguiu community, Catholic Missions made a solid 
effort to prepare their former charges for self-management.  The Anglican and Uniting 
Church bodies went even further, pursuing “the trend to self-management even into the 
parish structure of their erstwhile missions”.12  In the Northern Territory, the Missions 
Council sought, among other things, the greater involvement of Aborigines in all areas of 
mission life, and the use of local languages in Church liturgy.13  Linguist and 
anthropologist Father Ernest Worms saw a need for missionaries to draw Indigenous 
mythology and the flora and fauna world into their religious teachings.14
 
The idea of bringing aspects of Aboriginal and Islander culture into the Church was in 
line with the thinking of Fathers Michael Sims and John Leary, among others. It also 
coincided, to a degree, with Stanner’s view that “it is high time that the Christian 
churches made a serious attempt to understand the religious background of aboriginal 
life”.15  Sims saw some similarities in Indigenous ritual practices and those of the Church.  
He also proposed a need to indigenise Church services to some extent, writing that  
 
                                                 
11 Communication with Father Leo Weardon, Nguiu Presbytery, 28/1/2003.  An earlier Special Minister 
passed away. 
 
12 Stockton, op. cit., p. 21. 
 
13 Crawford, op. cit., p. 16. 
 
14 Worms, (Rev.) Ernest, “Approaches to Christianization of our Natives”. In The Advocate, 23/6/1960,  
p. 15. 
 
15 Wilson, Martin  J., “Aboriginal Religion”. In Compass Theology Review, Vol. 12, No. 3, 1978,  
p. 11. 
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Over the years individual missionaries have tried to make the (Gospel) message 
meaningful to the people in presentation, even to the extent of becoming 
conversant in the language of the area.  Prayers have been translated into the 
native tongue, catechisms written and explained, and hymns composed in the 
native tongue, and the making of aboriginal art evident in the churches. 16
 
Father John McGrath had been very fluent in the Tiwi language during the 1930s and 
1940s.  It was not until the early 1960s, however, that Father Alan Corry brought local 
place-names and other points of local interest into the Bible readings used in the 
Eucharistic service.17  In the 1970s, the Tiwi churches were decorated with Tiwi 
paintings, wall hangings and artifacts, while Michael Sims, a priest-anthropologist, gave 
his sermons in the vernacular.  Parts of the liturgy were in Tiwi in 1978, although, in the 
words of Father Tim Brennan, “the clergy have yet to learn it”.18  At Milikapiti, where 
Christianity became stronger by 1970, the numbers at Sunday services were reported to 
be “outstanding”.19  Yet, a year later, Tiwi attendance at Sunday services was suffering a 
decline, following a similar move occurring across much of Australia.20  A similar 
situation occurred in other former Catholic mission stations in the Northern Territory and 
the Kimberleys.21  In the Tiwi Islands, some couples lived in a de facto relationship, thus 
reversing the previous situation where all Christian, and even some non-Christian 
couples, were formally married by a priest.22 At the same time, those Tiwi living in 
                                                 
16 Sims, Michael, “Liturgy Among the Aborigines”. In (a) Forum N.T., 1973,and  (b) “MSC in N.T.” 
Conference, Daly River, N.T., August 1975, p. 2. 
 
17 Personal observations.  Instead of Biblical placenames in Church readings, Father Corry used the names 
of Tiwi localities such as Tarntipi.  References to the harvesting of wheat became “picking mangos”.  
Working for a rich man became “working longa Paspaley”.  Paspaley was a pearler for whom some of the 
Tiwi men worked.  At the time, the Bishop, possibly seeing such a move as un conventional at that time, 
stopped the experiment.  His views changed later on, as I observed at Port Keats (Wadeye) in the early 
1970s.   
 
18 Brennan, (Father) Tim, “Reports on Local Situations 1978. Bathurst Island”.  In Tracks. Nelen Yubu 
Newletter, Missionary Review 1978, November 1978, p. 31.   
 
19 Holmes, op. cit., p. 101; Howarth, (Father) Kevin, “Reports on Local Situations 1978. Melville Island”. 
In Tracks, op. cit., p. 32. 
 
20 (a) Brennan, (Father) Tim, “Bathurst Island” and (b) Cooper, (Father) E., “ Melville Island”. In Tracks, 
Nelen Yubu Newletter, No. 3, 79/2, October 1979, pp. 47 and 53. 
 
21 Stockton, op. cit., p. 24. 
 
22 Cooper, op. cit., p. 53. 
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Nguiu, at least, had a great respect for Sunday, making it a non-drinking day, while some 
preferred not to perform customary ceremonies on that day.23   
 
While some Tiwi may have ceased their regular attendance at Church services, the 
Islanders overwhelmingly continued to identify as Christians and Catholics.  Thirteen 
Tiwi were among a party of thirty-six Aborigines who toured Israel, Rome and Ireland in 
1975.24  In 1986, Tiwi Designs and Bima Wear produced vestments worn by Pope John 
Paul II and 50 members of the clergy during the Papal Mass in Darwin.25  A group of 
Tiwi was among the contingent of Indigenous people who met the Pope in Alice Springs 
on 29 November 1986.26
 
Despite the decline in church attendance, the Islanders accept their Christianity as their 
second spirit force or Yiminga, that is, as a co-force or parallel spirit with their traditional 
Yiminga or life force.27  As Sister Anne Gardiner states, in recalling the fact that the Tiwi 
“have their strong bonds in their primal religious heritage, we should also recall that they 
now have accepted the Christian ‘Yiminga’ as well”.28  “The Christian faith, the 
‘Yiminga’”, she goes on,  “is deeply rooted in these people.”29  Tiwi participation is a 
strong feature of Church services in the islands.30
                                                 
23 Brennan, op. cit., p. 48. 
 
24 Pye, op. cit., pp. 99-102.  The Air France plane the Aborigines and Islanders were on caught fire as it 
took off from Bombay airport.  All passengers escaped with the loss of their luggage and other personal 
possessions.  When told by a flight attendant not to panic, one Tiwi woman said, “What do you mean, 
‘don’t panic’?  Can’t you see the fire? Do we have to get burnt before we panic?”.  Another Tiwi woman 
rescued a European infant who was left in the rush to escape. 
 
25 “Pope will put on love from Bathurst Island”.  In The Age, 25/6/1986; “Pope to Wear Aboriginal Design”. 
In The Pilgrimage, Newsletter of the National Papal Visit Office, Melbourne, Vol. 1, No. 4, August 1986.   
 
26 “The ultimate interview, with a man who travels light”. In The Age, 1/12/1986.  For the Pope’s address to 
the Aborigines and Islanders, see Pope John Paul 11 in Alice Springs, (reproduced with permission of St. 
Paul Publications, Homebush), Canberra: DAA, undated (1986). 
 
27 The Tiwi refer to the Yiminga as their life force, that is the spirit by which they exist. 
 
28 Gardiner, (Sister) Anne, Melding of Two Spirits: From the ‘Yiminga’ of the Tiwi to the ‘Yiminga’ of 
Christianity, State Library of the Northern Territory Occasional Papers No. 35, Darwin, 1993, p. 6. 
Sister Anne has worked in the islands for many years, resulting in an understanding of the Yiminga by her 
and also by Sister Teresa Ward, linguist and teacher.  
 
29 Ibid. 
 
30 Grau, Andree, Dreaming, Dancing, Kinship: The Study of the Yoi, the Dance of the Tiwi of Melville and 
Bathurst Islands, North Australia, PhD Thesis, Queen’s University, Belfast, 1983, p. 189, comments on the 
people of Pirlangimpi dancing as part of the Christmas Mass in 1980. 
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Sexual and marriage customs further reveal, in at least one community, the continuation 
of dual life forces – the customary Tiwi and the Christian/western justice system. 
 
Sexual, Marriage and Family Customs, and Non-compliance   
In the midst of the process towards political and social change, several incidents of young 
girls involved in sexual intimacy with slightly older men came to the fore.  In a case 
involving carnal knowledge at Nguiu, the prosecutor alleged that incidents such as this 
were common among Aborigines.31  Confusion arose, in this case, as to whether the 12 
year-old girl concerned was promised to the accused, who was aged 22.  The claim was 
made that “the only feelings aroused appeared to be those of the island’s tribal council”, 
whose members allegedly blamed the girl for the incident.32
 
In the early 1970s, the promised wife of a young man married another man at Nguiu. The 
jilted man became intimate with a 13 year old girl at Milikapiti, who did not want her 15 
year old promised husband.  Her parents refused to allow her to marry her new lover, 
although her mother received money from that man. 33
 
The two cases of sexual activity between young men in their twenties and girls in their 
early teens must be looked at in the light of customary practices.  About four months after 
a Tiwi girl reaches puberty (mirringilaja) she achieves the grade of adolescent girl or 
young woman (murrukupwara).  In traditional terms, this was a time when a girl joined 
her older promised husband but was not yet a papurungata or pregnant woman.  During 
this time and before she reached the stage where she would be accompanied by children, 
a young woman could arrange to meet young unmarried men in the bush for dalliance 
while she was collecting food.  Goodale does not believe that such liaisons were “a 
                                                 
31 “Bond for Carnal Knowledge”.  In NTN, 19/8/1972. 
 
32 Ibid.  The accused was sentenced to 9 months imprisonment but released on a good behaviour bond. 
 
33 MP: Acting Superintendent, Milikapiti, to  (1) District Welfare Officer (Leichhardt), 2/11/1972, and  
(2) Regional Welfare Officer (Northern), 21/12/1972.  MP: Acting Superintendent, Milikapiti, to Regional 
Officer (Northern), 30/1/1973: This situation had a sequel when the 15 year-old boy to whom the 13 year 
old girl, was promised but was not desired by her, allegedly sexually touched a three year- old girl at 
Milikapiti. The evidence was not enough to prove the allegation.  As the result of a previous head injury, 
the boy became agitated and potentially violent if not sedated.  On several occasions the Acting 
Superintendent had to physically subdue him.  Several weeks later, the teenager attacked his father, an 
invalid, and one of his father’s wives.   
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completely sanctioned custom”, being of concern to the husband.34  The woman took care 
to ensure that incest taboos related to “brothers” were not broken.  Since Goodale’s 
informants at Milikapiti told her that such extra-marital relations were “proper Melville 
Island way”, in pre-mission times this would relate to the Tiwi Islands as a whole.  
Taking into consideration the change in promised marriage customs in post contact times, 
the cases cited above can be seen as an extension of the activities of at least some of the 
murrukupwara teenagers.  It is difficult to say to what extent the teaching of Christian 
values, the presence of the girls’ dormitory until its closure in 1972, and marriages of 
couples of more compatible ages reduced such a practice at Nguiu.  By 1979, however, a 
decline was evident in the number of church marriages in all Tiwi communities.35
 
Several customary marriage practices were also breaking down, being now observed, in 
the main, by the older Tiwi.36  From about 1916, the offer of daughters and promised 
wives to Bishop Gsell by parents and elected husbands had gradually eroded the promised 
spouse custom.  Initially, through buffalo shooter Joe Cooper, and later from the 1930s, a 
few Tiwi men and women had taken mainland Aboriginal partners.  From the 1970s, a 
few island women married or formed a de facto relationship with European men.37  Even 
some women who married Tiwi men also contributed to the change.  This occurred in 
several ways, the first relating to widows.  Traditionally, a female baby was born a wife, 
promised to a future husband.  As a woman she remained a wife, marrying at least two 
men during her life, that is, taking a second husband when her first partner passed away.  
In more recent times, a number of widows (pijukwayuwi) ignored the custom of 
remarriage, preferring to remain in a single status.  This led to them losing a certain 
amount of respect in the community. 
 
The second matter related to domestic authority.  In the polygamous marriage system of 
old, the taramaguti or first wife had certain powers in respect of other wives in the union  
 
                                                 
34 Goodale (1974), op. cit., pp. 130-131. 
 
35 Brennan, op. cit., p. 47; Cooper, op. cit., p. 53. 
 
36 Interview with John Bernard Tipurui, Nguiu, 24/6/2000. 
 
37 “Back-to Winners”. In NTN, 12/5/1978 re a European man and his Tiwi wife.  The most publicised Tiwi-
European marriage would be that of former Senator Bob and Rosemary Collins. 
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and the daughters of those other wives.38  In commenting on the changing role of women 
at Milikapiti, Goodale noticed that by the 1960s much of the domestic power previously 
held by older Tiwi women was disappearing.39  In the 1980s, the older women at 
Milikapiti adapted to cultural change by establishing authority over large households of 
dependents, in place of other wives and their daughters.  Many members of the 
households were unemployed or in receipt of social security benefits, and could have only 
limited finance.40  Older women, for one thing, displayed greater skills than the others in 
obtaining bush tucker to help provide adequate food for their families.41  In some ways 
the women of Milikapiti can be compared with matrifocal households within urban 
Aboriginal society in Adelaide and in parts of Queensland and New South Wales.42  
Women in this preferred form of extended family structure are seen to be a “culture core”, 
“passing on knowledge which is the basis of identity in a crowded urban environment”.43  
 
One aspect of the customary lifestyle involving women and remaining strong is family 
law.  In common with other Indigenous groups, the typical Tiwi family unit is far 
removed from that in western society.  In an extended family situation, the unit 
encompasses all children descended from the one maternal grandmother.  A biological 
mother may give her child to her natural sister or to a Tiwi woman who is a friend of the 
family to raise or “grow up” (kuluwurumi), especially if the woman who receives the 
child is unable to bear children herself.44  The expectation is that the child will be 
returned to its natural family if so requested.  This practice may be extended to a non-
Islander woman who has been befriended by a family.  In 1997, the Family Court heard a 
case in which a Tiwi mother gave her child to a lady of Torres Strait Islander descent to 
“grow up”.  In accordance with Tiwi law, after a few years, the biological mother 
                                                 
38 Ibid, p. 228. 
 
39 Goodale (1974), op. cit., p. 229. 
 
40 Goodale (1996), op. cit., pp. 142-146.  
 
41 Ibid, pp. 147-148; AIATSIS: Heaney, Marie V., Reminiscences of Bathurst Island in the 1960’s  (Nguiu), 
handwritten notes, undated but accompanying letter dated 28/1/1997, p.p. 14 –15. 
 
42 Keen, Ian, Introduction. In Keen, Ian (Ed.), Being Black. Aboriginal cultures in ‘settled’ Australia, 
Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1988, p. 12. 
 
43 Ibid. 
 
44 In at least one instance known to the author, a man gave his son to the family of a biological male cousin 
to be “grown up”. 
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requested that the child be returned to her.45  The Family Court initially found in favour 
of the “adoptive” mother, granting contact to the natural mother.  The Full Court of the 
Family Court allowed a subsequent appeal by the Tiwi mother.46  Furthermore, the Court 
acknowledged that the Family Law Act made no provision for Tiwi family law, stating 
that for “formal legal purposes, the many non-biological mothers of a Tiwi child are 
invisible to the law”.47  In this respect, Tiwi family behaviour has not accommodated 
itself to western law. 
 
Whilst conflicting traditional and Christian/western customs on sex and marriage caused 
some disruption and debate, the impact of introduced alcohol came to the fore as a 
disruptive factor across the islands in the 1970s.   
 
Social Cohesion and Disruption   
A minority of Tiwi accepted responsible positions in the introduced management of their 
communities and the development and well-being of their islands as a whole.  Most, 
however, said Sims, were not prepared to accept responsibility due to the kinship 
relationship.48  Kinship, on the one hand held all Tiwi to be equal.49  On the other hand, it 
placed obligations and expectations on various members of the community.  According to 
Sims, this failure to accept responsibility in European terms can lead to irresponsibility, 
which can disrupt, and has disrupted, the community through theft, violence and 
vandalism.50    
 
The introduction of social clubs in the communities brought a level of alcohol-induced 
violence to the islands.  Several years after the repealing of the Welfare Ordinance and 
associated legislation in 1964, proposals were made for the establishment of social clubs 
                                                 
45 The Family Court hearing of Puruntatameri & Baird v. O’Brien.  Rosemary Baird was associated with 
KARU, the Aboriginal Child Care Agency in the Northern Territory.  
 
46 Davis, Robyn and Dikstein, Judith, “It just doesn’t fit”. In Alternative Law Journal, Vol. 22, No. 2, April 
1997, p. 66.  
 
47 Ibid, p. 67. 
 
48 Sims (1976), op. cit., p. 3. 
 
49 Ibid. 
 
50 Ibid. 
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on Indigenous communities.  Initially, Bishop O’Loughlin was opposed to the presence of 
such drinking facilities on Catholic mission stations.51  By the early 1970s, drinking clubs 
were set in the Tiwi communities on Melville Island.  On 1 November 1975, the Nguiu 
Ullintjinni Association was approved to operate a licensed club on Bathurst Island.52  By 
agreement between the communities, the names of persons banned from the social club in 
their home community were advised to the superintendents of the other centres so that the 
culprits would not be served in the clubs in those other centres.53  The action of one man 
could disrupt the social club or a village.54   Frequently the wife of a drunken man was 
the victim of his violence.55  Domestic violence increased noticeably when alcohol was 
involved. 
 
In the 1970s, the effects of heavy drinking by some members of the Tiwi community was 
a microcosm of the situation in a number of Indigenous groups in northern Australia.56  
The existence of social clubs or wet canteens, which were designed to control the level of 
drinking, did not resolve the concerns in the Tiwi or other remote communities.57  While 
alcohol was perceived to be a serious problem in the islands, it was not seen as “the work 
of the Devil”, as it was at Doomadgee mission, in north-western Queensland.58   In the 
view of Stipendiary Magistrate Dennis Barrett, alcohol was the main component of social 
                                                 
51 Personal observation. 
 
52 NMA: (a) President, Nguiu Ullintjinni Association to Director, Catholic Missions, 1/8/1975; (b)  
Father Michael Sims to Laurence Ah Toy, accountant, 25/6/1976; (c) Sims (1976), op. cit., p. 3: the licence 
was a restricted one.  It is not known when licences were issued to Milikapiti (Snake Bay), Pirlangimpi 
(Garden Point) and Pickertaramor, but social clubs were operating in these communities prior to 1973. 
 
53 NMA: (a) Acting Superintendent, Bathurst Island, to Superintendents, Garden Point and Snake Bay, and 
Officer-in-Charge, Pikatarimoor (sic), 28/12/1972; (b) Superintendent, Garden Point, to the 
Superintendents, Snake Bay and Bathurst Island, 22/1/1973, are examples of this advice. 
 
54 For instance, MP: Acting Superintendent, Milikapiti, to Regional Welfare Officer (Northern), 
27/12/1972;  “Travel cost more than the penalty”. In NTN, 23/4/1973: One man, who arrived from Darwin 
drunk, caused a disruption in the community dining room in Milikapiti on Christmas Eve, 1972. 
 
55 MP: Acting Superintendent, Milikapiti, to Regional Welfare Officer (Northern), 17/1/1973; The Age 
(12/2/1974), op. cit. 
 
56 House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs (henceforth HRSCAA), Alcohol 
Problems of Aboriginals, Final Report, Canberra: AGPS, 1977; Cole, op. cit., pp.  84, 88, 109, 134, 136-
137, 178-180, discusses the problem in Arnhem Land; Trigger, David S., Whitefella comin’, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992, pp. 119-124, discusses violence arising from excessive drinking at 
Doomadgee, north-western Queensland. 
 
57 See Cole, op. cit., p. 179. 
 
58 Trigger, op. cit., p. 191. 
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disorder in the Northern Territory, while Doctor John Hargrave emphasised that 
alcoholism “exacts a heavy toll” in all ethnic groups, including Aborigines.59
 
The social and health problems resulting from the excessive consumption in the islands 
were highlighted in several newspaper reports.  In 1974, the then President of the Nguiu 
Village Council reported that he had been “bashed frequently, had a gun fired over his 
head and a brick thrown through the windscreen of his truck”.60  Due to such drunken 
actions, Catholic Missions threatened to withdraw its staff from Nguiu.61  Requests by the 
Nguiu Council for the establishment of a police station in the community did not receive a 
favourable reply.  Eighteen months later, in 1975, comments appeared in the media about 
a similar situation in the Melville Island communities, including an allegation that some 
men at Milikapiti sold their daughters to “white contractors’ laborers for beer”.62  The 
Director of Aboriginal Affairs in acknowledging the problems, admitted difficulties in 
assisting the Tiwi.63  The situation was not resolved, “the problem of alcohol on Melville 
Island” being screened on television.64  
 
The establishment of police stations in the islands did much to alleviate the situation.  As 
early as 1967, a joint statement by the leaders of the Catholic, Anglican and Methodist 
(later United Church) missionary bodies in the Northern Territory in response to 
comments by Charles Perkins, had pointed out the lack of police stations on the 
missions.65
 
                                                 
59 Barrett, Dennis, Some Community Problems from a Court’s Perspective, Northern Territory State Library 
Occasional Papers No. 26, Darwin, 1991, p. 5; Hargrave, op. cit., p. 13. 
 
60 The Age (12/2/1974), op. cit. 
 
61 “Mission staff could be withdrawn”. In NTN, 24/6/1974. 
 
62 “Beer the scourge of the island, claims nurse”.  In NTN, 30/12/1975.  If this allegation of prostitution was 
accurate, the sale of girls harked back to the days of the trade with the pearlers.  There is nothing to indicate 
that the sale of daughters at Milikapiti, if correct, was wide spread.   
 
63 Ibid. 
 
64 “Tribal visits”. In The Sun, Melbourne, 11/10/1983:  A film on the Tiwi Islands was screened on the Mike 
Walsh Show on Channel Nine. 
 
65 NMA: correspondence regarding criticism of missions by Charles Perkins in April 1967, op. cit.     
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The first station and courthouse were not established until 1974, these being at (Garden 
Point) Pirlangimpi, 35 miles (56 kms.) from Nguiu.66  Two Aboriginal Community Police 
Officers (ACOPO) were later stationed at Nguiu and one at Milikapiti.  All were Tiwi 
men.  The Nguiu community sought the establishment of a police station in that 
township.67  Again, in 1975, 350 Tiwi of Nguiu, concerned about drunkenness and the 
resulting violence in the community, sought a police lock-up in the town.68  Pirlangimpi, 
they wrote, was too far away to assist Nguiu in a time of need. 
 
The promise of  “the possible construction of (a station) at Bathurst within the next few 
years”, was met with a reply from the council president that, 
 
“We need a police station now, not in a few years.  We do not want any more  
Tiwis to die…If 1000 white people lived in the town they would have a police 
station.”69   
 
Nguiu had to be content with visits by the police from Pirlangimpi until a local station 
was opened in 1998.70  In the interim, excessive drinking in the Melville Island 
communities led to some families fleeing to Nguiu.71   Father Sims argued that a common 
policy on drinking was required for the Tiwi community as a whole.72  The daily ration at  
 
                                                 
66 NTAS: RC 363 McL., McLaren, Bill, The Northern Territory and Its Police Forces, unpublished MS, 
undated, Vol. 2, p. 1516.  The station is manned by two officers. 
 
67 MP: (a) District Adviser, Notes from Visits to Bathurst Island, 7, 8, 13, 14 and 20 September 1973, DAA, 
Darwin, 28/9/1973; (b) Minutes of 45th Bathurst/Melville Is. Conference Held at Pickertaramoor on 1st 
November 1973, pp. 2-4. 
 
68 NMA: The People of Bathurst Island to the Director of Aboriginal Affairs, 19/6/1975. 
 
69 The Age (12/2/1974), op. cit. 
 
70 Pirlangimpi Police Station, http://www.nt.gov.au/pfes/police/stations/profiles/pirlangimpi.html, 1999, last 
updated 15/8/2000 (Accessed 15/8/2000).  On 27/6/2000, the Nguiu station was manned by one female 
constable and two Tiwi ACOPOs. 
 
71 Sims (1976b), op. cit., pp. 2-3. See also, Cooper, op. cit., p. 53.  Father Sims reported that on several 
occasions between 1972 and 1974 he had seen nearly all of the Milikapiti community, including children, 
under the influence of alcohol. 
 
72 Sims (1976), op. cit., p. 3.  See also, NMA: Father Michael Sims to House of Representatives Standing 
Committee on Aboriginal Affairs, 26/6/1976 (henceforth Sims [1976b]), re the effects of excessive drinking 
in the Tiwi Islands. 
 
 333
Pirlangimpi and Milikapiti was reduced to six cans per person.73
 
The excessive consumption of alcohol, together with gambling, the purchase of expensive 
material goods, and unemployment, brought domestic suffering to parts of the 
community.74  In 1976, the average wage for a Tiwi worker in Nguiu was $85.00 per 
week.  In the social club the legal issue of four cans of beer per night cost a drinker 
$14.40 over a six night week.75  The Northern Territory News claimed that a worker 
receiving $200.00 per fortnight, was paying out $168.00 over the same period for 
alcohol.76
 
The consequences of alcohol abuse in the Tiwi Islands were not as serious as in some 
other communities.77  Cole stated that excessive drinking in Arnhem Land communities 
led to a breakdown in traditional society through brawling, wife beating, rape, 
promiscuity, prostitution, destruction of houses, and social and health problems suffered 
by women and children.78
 
The Northern Territory Catholic Missions Council took action to assist Indigenous 
communities on former Catholic mission stations to confront problems arising from 
excess alcoholic consumption.  In 1983, the council proposed the formation of a body of 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people to seek funds to establish and support alcohol 
                                                 
73 House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs, op. cit., p. 11.  
 
74 Ibid, pp. 2-3.  NTN (9/7/1983), op., cit.: In 1983, items stocked by the Milikapiti store included “fashions 
and BMX bikes.  There (was) a steady trade in TV sets and video film hire”. 
 
75 Sims (1976b), op. cit., p 3. 
 
76 NTN (30/12/1975), op. cit.  The accuracy of this report is unknown. 
 
77 Discussion with Alf Wilson, former Superintendent and Community Adviser at Oenpelli (now 
Gunbalinya), 29/6/2000; House of Representatives Standing Committee on Aboriginal Affairs, Alcohol 
Problems of Aboriginals, Northern Territory Aspects, Interim Report, Canberra: AGPS, 1976, p. 12; ABC 
TV, State of Shock, 1989 (re Weipa).  See also Howson, Peter, “Reality and Fantasy: The Abject Failure of 
Aboriginal Policy”. In Quadrant, April 2000, pp. 20-24, regarding violence in Indigenous communities. 
 
78 Cole (1979), op. cit., p. 240.   See also Nowland, Kenneth E., Self-Determination –Is it Happening?, 
Casuarina: Nungalinya College, n.d. (1985?), re disillusionment in Kimberley communities as a result of 
alcohol and other social problems.  Nowland was previously a mission superintendent in Arnhem Land.   
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awareness programmes in the communities.79  A drug and alcohol unit was later 
established at Nguiu.80    
 
The demands of self-determination, however, did not bring to the Tiwi the level of 
oppression suffered by some other communities.81  They were fortunate in avoiding the 
“accelerated breakdown of family life and social dysfunction, in some of the best served 
localities which should have had the best chances for self-determination and self-
management to strengthen family and society”.82    
 
Nevertheless, the social consequences of alcohol and later drugs suffered by the Tiwi 
were a far cry from the pre-contact period in the islands.83  It brought a form of violence 
not previously known to the majority of Islanders, unless any had experienced this in 
fringe camps around Darwin.84  The failure of the people themselves to control the 
situation and to resolve the related problems was an indication of how far the Tiwi had 
travelled from the time when customary law prevailed in the islands to handle matters of a 
traditional nature.   
 
Moreover, this was only one aspect of the traditional Tiwi society that was undergoing a 
metamorphosis as the community was absorbed further into the world of European 
Australia. 
 
 
                                                 
79 Wilson (1983), op. cit., p. 14. 
 
80 Personal observation.  
 
81 Nowland, op. cit., looks at the effects of self-determination on Kimberley communities. 
 
82 Ibid, p. 8.  Nowland is referring to Kimberley communities in which he worked as a training officer. 
 
83 For a discussion on the vulnerability of Indigenous people to alcohol, tobacco and non-prescriptive drugs, 
see Brady, Maggie, The Prevention of Drug and Alcohol Abuse Among Aboriginal People: Resilience and 
Vulnerability, AIATSIS Research Discussion Paper No. 2/1995.  Petrol sniffing was a rare occurrence in 
the islands although it claimed at least one victim through death.  In some other communities it was, and is, 
a serious problem among both boys and girls.  See Morice, Rodney, Swift, Helen and Brady, Maggie, 
Petrol Sniffing Among Aboriginal Australians: A Resource Manual, Western Desert Project, The Flinders 
University of South Australia, Canberra: Australian Foundation on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence, 
1981. 
 
84 For examples of violence in fringe camps see, Sansom, Basil, The Camp at Wallaby Cross, Canberra: 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1980. 
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“Pretend White Fellas?”  
The final decade of the twentieth century witnessed several further political and social 
changes in the Tiwi Islands.  To casual visitors, such as one in 1983, the lifestyle of the 
Islanders remained an ideal one: 
 
Visiting Bathurst Island I found the Bathurst Islander, or Tewi (sic), to be of good 
physique, intelligent, and with a happy disposition…about 40 percent are children, 
the smaller of whom have no need for clothes, and play along the waterfront in 
small groups, frolicking in the water or trying to sail canoes.   The native women 
look quite attractive and natural in blue sarongs, with no false modesty as is so 
apparent in other Missions I have visited, where the women are draped in ill-
fitting faded and shabby dresses.85
 
Such visitors were not aware of cultural and social conflict and changes that were 
affecting the Islanders.  Some aspects of the Tiwi culture, such as the importance of the 
land, the use of bush medicines, the interest in customary dancing, and the extent to 
which children could misbehave without parental chastisement remained largely 
unchanged.86  As a consequence of inter-cultural contact, other local traits were changing 
or were in danger of disappearing, to the concern of older Tiwi.  
 
This concern was illustrated by mature-age men and women attending a training course 
for Tiwi in 1977.  The elders acknowledged the Kulama and the Pukumani as essential to 
their culture.  They also expressed their concern that the vernacular and “many customs 
and traditions” were no longer practised by young Islanders and by others who were “not 
so young”.87  In the view of the elders, this lack of commitment to a truly cultural identity 
was due to younger Tiwi preferring to be “pretend white fellers”.88  As a consequence, 
the young people would end up as “nobodies”, trapped between the Tiwi and European  
 
                                                 
85 Anon, “Important wildlife lagoon preserved”.  In The Courier, Ballarat, 16/7/1983. 
 
86 See Pilling (1957) and Goodale (1974), pp. 36-37, re Tiwi children not being chastised. 
 
87 “Daly River Training Centre Course Reports”.  In Nelen Yubu Newsletter, November 1978,  
pp. 13, 16.  Kulama is spelt Kalama in Tiwi Land Council documents, 
 
88 Ibid, p. 13. 
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worlds without belonging to either.89    
 
Among the western values accepted in the islands were aspects of the youth culture of the 
western world which were adopted by young Tiwi. At the same time, school children 
possessed little knowledge of the resources and geography of their respective 
“countries”.90  A contributing factor to this situation was the fact that, while residents of 
Nguiu still participated in the annual bush holidays, interest in this activity was reportedly 
waning.91   
 
Other patterns of customary behaviour, however, were largely being ignored.  By the end 
of the decade, names of deceased people were now freely used, especially by younger 
Tiwi.92  If the situation noted at Nguiu was the same in the other communities, the 
concern about trees and spirituality expressed in 1972, when a woodchip industry was 
proposed, was waning, at least on the part of some islanders.93  There was, for instance, 
no apparent concern about the loss of a tree held to be the home of Tipatupunni, a spirit 
man, or another that was said to hold spirit babies (putiputuwi).94  On the other hand, a 
proposal for sand mining led to a division in the community in 1992.95
 
                                                 
89 Ibid. 
 
90 Interview with John Hicks, Tiwi Land Council, 5/12/2000.  To ensure a continuing knowledge of the 
geography and natural resources of the islands, the Tiwi Land Council has been a partner in the publication 
of two manuals, to which Tiwi elders contributed.  These are PWC, op. cit., and Tiwi Plants and Animals, 
Darwin: Parks and Wildlife Commission of the Northern Territory and the Tiwi land Council, 2001. 
 
91 Ngirramini Ngini Tiwi, 25/6/2000; ABC TV News, Darwin, 20/6/2000. 
 
92 Personal observation, June 2000. 
 
93 See pp. 251, this thesis.  
 
94 (A) Interview with John Bernard Tipurui, Nguiu, 24/6/2000.  Erosion caused Tipatupunni’s tree to 
collapse.  When I asked John what had become of Tipatupunni, he replied, “He must have gone 
somewhere”. (B) In 1960, when observing that my wife was “a carrying woman” or papurinja (pregnant 
woman), Tiwi women declared that she must have walked under the spirit baby tree and a putiputinga 
(spirit child) had fallen into her womb. 
 
95 “Mineral sand mining project splits NT island Aborigines”. In The Age, 22/2/1992.  For economic 
reasons the project did not proceed.  
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Older Tiwi witnessed further cultural modification as the taboo on brothers and sisters 
talking to each other was discarded by various of the Islanders.96  Some ignored the 
traditional law that forbade the Tiwi from swimming in Moantu Lake, the home of Ampiji 
the Rainbow Serpent.97  Only a comparatively few elders retained a good knowledge of 
the traditional beliefs and practices.98  Furthermore, within twenty years, under the 
policies of self-determination and self-management, the introduction of a European style 
local government and land management operation had dealt a “death blow” to the 
remaining powers of the old people.99  As prominent elder John Baptist (Ronnie) 
Pupangamirri said, “the old, people try to keep the culture but (western) civilisation has 
come”.100   It is no wonder, then, that elders saw the “old times (as) more better”.101   
They could give their advice when requested, but decision making on municipal and land 
matters rested with the members of the respective organisations. 
 
The causes of this attraction to the western culture were seen to be (a) the impact of 
“outside influences”, counterbalancing strategies against these having diminished, and (b) 
a “lopsided” education system that paid little attention to the Indigenous background of 
the students.102  A problem, said the participants, was the lack of knowledge of culture 
and language among young Tiwi teachers.103  This coincides with Sutton’s statement that 
in traditional Indigenous culture the historic past “is usually quickly forgotten”, a 
comment that has become true in respect of much of Tiwi oral history.104   
                                                 
96 Ibid.  In July 2000, however, the author was informed that brother-sister avoidance was observed at 
Pirlangimpi; but to what degree is difficult to say, 
 
97 Ibid. 
 
98 Interview with John Bernard Tipurui, Nguiu, 27/6/2000. 
 
99 Interview with John Hicks, Secretary of the Tiwi Land Council, 6/7/2000.  Interview with Justin 
Puruntatameri, Milikapiti, 3/7/2000, who said “Power of the old people finished”. 
 
100 Interview with John Baptist (Ronnie) Pupangamirri, Nguiu, 9/121/1995. 
 
101 Interviews with (a) Josie Puruntatameri, Nguiu, 24/6/2000; (b) Esther Babui, vice president, Nguiu Local 
Government Council; (c) Mary Elizabeth Moreen, Justin Puruntatameri and Max Daniels Wundjitta, 
Milikapiti, 3/7/2000. 
 
102Nelen Yubu Newsletter (November 1978), op. cit, p. 13. 
 
103 Ibid, p. 14. 
 
104 Sutton, Peter, “Myth as history, history as myth”.  In Keen, op. cit., p. 261.  Personal observations and 
discussions with members of the Tiwi community, 1995, 2000, and John Hicks, Secretary of the Tiwi Land 
Council, 2000, show that the younger Tiwi have little knowledge of the Islanders’ past.  Historical incidents 
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One part of the culture of the Tiwi residents on Nguiu that continued to exist was the 
“bush holiday”.105  However, movement during “bush time” was gradually reduced, so 
that people no longer travelled to “countries” in the furthest regions of the islands as they 
used to do.  This time in the bush was not practised by the residents of the Melville Island 
communities, while employment in Darwin or in essential work areas at Nguiu also meant 
that less people spent time away from the European-based environment.  
 
Retention and Identity 
Despite the opposition of some missionaries to the Pukumani, the feeling about the 
mortuary rite, then, remained strong among older Islanders.  Historically, what was 
apparently the last conflict between customary ritual and Christianity had occurred in 
August 1975.  Following the death of a prominent Christian Tiwi elder, his nephew, who 
was also a Christian, refused to allow his uncle to be given a Church burial.106  A 
Pukumani was later held at Karslake beach, Melville Island, for the man, despite the 
protests of a priest, possibly over the lack of a Christian interment.   In contrast, a decade 
later, a brother of the deceased man was given a Christian burial at Milikapiti.  During the 
service, people prepared themselves, near the funeral, for the Pukumani that followed.107   
 
In accordance with the Pukumani taboo law the pottery at Nguiu was closed in 1995, 
despite a blow being struck to the islands’ economy and the contemporary art scene.  In 
September of that year, Eddie Puruntatameri, the pioneer Tiwi potter, was in Darwin 
Hospital when he learnt that his son had been drowned in Apsley Strait.108  He 
immediately checked out of hospital and returned home.  Within 24 hours he, too, was 
dead.  Reportedly, he said he did not wish to live.  In July 1996, a commemorative  
 
                                                                                                                                                  
could be re-enacted in dances but it is not clear how well the actual details of the incidents were known to 
the younger Tiwi. 
 
105 “500 NT Aborigines will cast first federal votes’. In The Courier-Mail, Brisbane, 27/6/1987: Nguiu 
community members voted several weeks ahead of the 1987 Federal elections due to the people moving out 
of the township for their annual bush holiday. 
 
106 Holmes, op. cit., p. 113. 
 
107 Ibid, p. 115. 
 
108 I have used the name of the deceased potter here because it appears on “the art work of the Tiwi Islands” 
website in respect of a commemorative exhibition of his work in 1996. 
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exhibition of Eddie’s life and work was held in Parliament House, Canberra.109
 
Other forms of art have remained strong in the Islanders’ lifestyle.  Although attendance 
at the social clubs, card playing and television watching were pastimes for many Tiwi, 
dancing and singing have remained fairly strong in their culture.110  Dancing and singing 
have been studied by researchers such as Charles Mountford and Andree Grau.111  Since 
the 1970s, Tiwi dance teams have introduced their dancing and music to diverse 
audiences, such as in the Sydney Opera House, and at the South Pacific Festival of Arts in 
Fiji, Port Moresby, Tahiti, and elsewhere. 112  Participation in the festivals and travel to 
other parts of the world opened the eyes of the Tiwi to various indigenous, Asian, 
European and Middle East cultures.   
 
In the face of changing circumstances, however, on occasions customs and beliefs have 
been changed or modified to meet the particular situation. 
 
Adoption and Modification 
Despite the allegiance to the Pukumani, ceremonies were being modified.113  
Furthermore, the Tiwi surrendered an element of the mortuary rite that had always been 
strictly observed.  This was a partial lifting of the taboo (also known as pukumani) on the 
use of the names of deceased persons.   In a changing world for the Islanders, the use of 
the names of deceased prominent Tiwi outside of the islands led to a decision, in the 
1980s, that the taboo would be raised about ten years after the death of each individual 
Islander.114   
 
                                                 
109 Barnes, op. cit., p. 131; “Eddie Puruntatameri. Commemorative Exhibition”, the art work of the Tiwi 
Islands, undated, http://www.tiwiart.com/munupi/centre/hiutory/mun_hist2htm  (Accessed 7/5/2002). 
 
110  Harrison, op. cit., p. 25, states that a TV receiver dish was installed in Milikapiti in 1983.  Early in 1984, 
the Tiwi in the community owned 20 TV sets and 12 VCRs.  
 
111 Mountford, op. cit.; Grau, op. cit. 
 
112 Nguiu News, Vol. 1, Edition 4, November 1997.  During September, 1997, eight Tiwi men and women 
performed dances and displayed art from 1969 to 1979 in the Festival of the Dreaming, Sydney. 
 
113 Cooper, op. cit., p. 53. 
 
114 Communication with Brother John Pye, 20/5/1992.  The exact date of the change of the rule is not 
known. 
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The disappearance of a Tiwi woman near Pirlangimpi, while searching for marine foods 
in late 1995, demonstrated that, while customary practices were changing, the belief in 
them was still strong, despite amendments to various cultural traits.  The failure of search 
parties to locate the missing woman led to a mainland Aborigine who was the spouse of a 
Tiwi woman suggesting that the services of a medicine man from Arnhem Land be 
recruited to find her.  Agreeing to adopt an aspect of culture that was foreign to them, the 
three main Tiwi communities each contributed $500 to engage his services.  The 
medicine man was not able to obtain the whereabouts of the woman.115   It was assumed 
that she had then fallen victim to a crocodile. 
 
In 1995, the community of Pirlangimpi was housed in modern homes.  The ritual smoking 
of the missing woman’s dwelling therefore required an adaptation of the traditional 
ceremony to avoid damage to the home from smoke that ordinarily filled the interior of 
the house.116  
 
Despite concern expressed by the elders, the Tiwi, in the main, came to accept the 
transformation of traditional institutions such as the law of the elders and the role of 
customary religious belief, and their accommodation to the changes that were occurring to 
their way of living.117  Many were now expressing their artistic ideas through the 
adoption of modern, non-Tiwi techniques.  Paintings were now appearing on European 
materials as well as bark.  Body art, for which the Tiwi were famous, was gradually 
declining.118  Pukumani poles (turtini), though still an important part of the mortuary 
ritual, were becoming smaller in size.119
 
                                                 
115 Discussion with Clarence Puantulura, Nguiu, 7/11/1995.  An amount of $1500 was required to pay for 
the air travel and fee for the medicine man and his assistant.  According to informants at Pirlangimpi, the 
medicine man was able to see the missing woman but her dog was really a devil who blocked 
communication between the medicine man and the woman, and thus he could not discover her location.  
 
116 Personal observation, Pirlangimpi, 12/11/1995. 
 
117 Acknowledgement is made to Lewis, I.M., “Confessions of a ‘Government’ Anthropologist”. In 
Anthropological Forum, Vol. 4, No. 2, 1978, p. 98, for the basis of this sentence. 
 
118 For a study of Tiwi body art, in particular facial decoration, see Mountford (1958), op. cit. 
 
119 Personal observation.  This refers to poles sighted around graves.  Large ones were still produced for 
sale.  See Tiwi Pukumani Poles, SBS-TV, undated, but screening repeated on 26/1/2003. 
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Of cultural significance, some women moved into what had been largely a men’s 
preserve, the production of wooden carvings. 
 
Mamirnikuwi -The Women 
A gradual change in the artistic endeavour by some Tiwi women occurred over twenty 
years.  In the 1960s, an island woman occasionally produced a small carving.   The 
women, including those at Paru, initially concentrated instead on the manufacture of 
items of ceremonial wear, bark baskets and woven mats, baskets and belts.120  By the 
1980s, a few women had entered what had virtually been the artistic preserve of Tiwi 
men, the carving of wooden figures.  This output increased dramatically by 1990. 
 
Despite these social changes, women have remained a stable force in Tiwi society, at least 
since permanent contact with the western world commenced.  In the words of Brother 
John Pye, 
 
One of the big powers on Bathurst Island, contrary to any other Aboriginal 
settlement are (sic) the women.  It’s a matriarchal society.  And when it comes to 
a showdown, though they’ll fight among themselves, when it comes to a 
showdown they’ll unite.  They try time and time again (sic) they bring over the 
liquor commission people and all this – try to get to six or eight tins.  And the 
women come in on it and they can’t get past it.  And I said to them (Tiwi men), 
just to feel them out, “Surely you are not going to let the women control you like 
this”.  And he (Tiwi man) said to me, Have you ever been told off by a Tiwi 
woman in Tiwi language?.121
 
Brother Pye is referring here to the preparedness of women to stand up to men in 
domestic circumstances and community issues. Although women are equally traditional 
landowners with the men, none have been selected to sit on the Tiwi Land Council.122  
                                                 
120 MP: Notes on artifacts sold to Bathurst Island Mission, 1960-1965. 
 
121 NTAS: Series NTRS 226, Box No. 18, Item No. TS308, Brother John Pye interviewed 20/5/1981, 
transcript, p. 16. 
 
122 Women were heavily involved in the debate over Bathurst Island Housing Association employees in 
1974 and in the protests against mining in 1992. 
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This has not stopped one or two women from attending Land Council meetings to express 
their opinions on land matters.  Some women have also been elected to the Community 
Government Councils.   
 
Despite the problems confronting the Tiwi as they struggled to become truly self-
managing, the comment was made, in 1993, that Nguiu was “beset by far less of the evils 
bedevilling other Aboriginal communities”.123  This was attributed to the efforts of the 
Tiwi women in bringing about a united community spirit, an effort supported by Sister 
Anne Gardiner, among others.   
 
Women have also expressed a level of authority through their roles as health workers and 
teachers in the various communities.124  Several of the female teachers in Nguiu 
established their authority in their area of work more than their counterparts in schools in 
the other communities did.  
 
One school at Nguiu played a role in the establishment of a museum of culture and 
history.   
 
Remembering and Retaining Customs and the History 
The Tiwi dedicated several museums to their past, both traditional and post-traditional.  A 
temporary museum of Tiwi material culture, created in 1976, was superseded by the 
Patakijiyali Museum, in Nguiu, which portrays the pre-mission culture and the history of 
the mission.125  It was established within the confines of the Murrupurtiyanuwu School.  
The name “Patakijiyali” was decided by a leading Tiwi male elder, while a female curator 
was appointed to the museum.  In 1989, the Muluwurri Museum was opened in Milikapiti 
to display traditional cultural items and material from Melville Island’s role in World War 
                                                 
123 Gardiner, op. cit., Introduction, p. vii. 
 
124 Heaney, op. cit., p. 20.  Marie Heaney, a European nurse who worked at Nguiu in the late 1960s, 
acknowledged the “loyalty, support, knowledge and friendship” of the women who worked with her in the 
mission hospital. 
 
125 Nginingawula Pilaringini Ngini Ngawa Ngapangiraga, June 1993, pp. 1, 10:  Patakijiyali Museum was 
officially opened by Senator Bob Collins on 2/6/1993.  Patakijiyali is the nearest the Tiwi could get to 
Father Gsell’s name in 1911 (Pata: “father”, Kijiyali: the early Tiwi pronunciation of “Gsell”). 
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Two.126  The Ngaripaluwamigi Aboriginal Corporation became the vehicle to undertake 
the construction and operation of a Cultural Keeping Place in Nguiu.  This was finally 
opened in 1987.   
 
Two aspects of the Keeping Place are of cultural and social importance to the Tiwi.  The 
first is a sign bearing the statement,  “Remember your ancestors – they gave you your 
land and your life”.  The second is the series of traditional paintings on the ceiling, 
painted over a period of fourteen months. 127  An international magazine wrote of the 
Keeping Place,  
 
The Australian Sistine Chapel at Nguiu is an example of a successful working 
integration of diverse cultures, the building was built with an understanding of the 
people it was designed for, and is an exceptional collection of Tiwi art.128
 
The Tiwi Land Council, too, has been making an effort to revive and protect the local 
culture to some degree.  It has encouraged historical research and initiated appropriate 
education in the schools.129  Through the provision of funds by the Land Council and 
active participation by land trustees, the continuation of the Kulama and Pukumani rituals 
have likewise been encouraged.130  In a movement to associate customary ritual with 
Christianity, a conference of Aboriginal Catholic Communities discussed how the 
ceremonies could be integrated into church life and the sacraments, to which Tiwi 
                                                 
In 1965, the author set up a small collection of cultural material at Nguiu, but this, unfortunately was 
allowed to deteriorate.  Sister Teresa Ward, teacher/linguist, collected many of  the items originally in the 
museum. . 
 
126 Personal observations, 1995 and 2000: The Patakijiyali and Muluwurri Museums form part of the tourist 
visits to the islands.  Muluwurri Museum is named after a member of the Mungatopi family who lived in 
the area late in the nineteenth century.   
 
127 “Labor of love”.  In Australasian Post, 26/3/1987. 
 
128 Italian Vogue, 1978, quoted in Barnes, op. cit., p. 77. 
 
129 Tiwi Land Council Sixteenth Annual Report 1994/95, op. cit., p. 9. The Tiwi Land Council prepared 
material on the “countries” for use in the islands’ schools, and is using closed circuit television and 
programmes relating to the creation era and customary practices.  The Council also plans the establishment 
of a Cultural Keeping Place related to all of the Tiwi communities. 
 
130 (A) A mortuary ritual observed by the author in 2001 was somewhat modified.  (B) Phone conversation 
with Father Leo Weardon, Nguiu, 28/7/2002: Local leaders Walter Kerinaiua and Hyacinth Tungutalum 
still practise the kulama.  Justin Puruntatameri and several other elders are also practitioners. 
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representatives replied that “More work has been done on linking Kalama (Kulama) to 
the sacraments, especially baptism and confirmation”.131   
 
Linguists have for many years assisted in the preservation of the Tiwi language.132  
Similarly, the Nguiu Literature Centre has preserved some knowledge of the pre-contact 
lifestyle and of contact history through the publication of local books in the Tiwi 
language. 133
 
Among older Tiwi at least, the maintenance of the past is important to their continuing 
identity.  
 
A Matter of Identity 
Despite exposure to many cultures and lifestyles, the Tiwi have retained their pride and 
unity, as acknowledged by Father Michael Sims: 
 
The Tiwi people have always shown themselves as a strong, virile people, proud 
of the traditions of their ancestors.  Today their self-reliance is becoming evident 
as they address themselves to advanced policies in Aboriginal matters, dictated by 
governmental demands.  Their strength is shown in wanting to decide their own 
future after thoughtful deliberations about present-day policies.  They are 
unwilling to lose their true identity as a Tiwi people.  The land, together with 
traditions of the past, is truly their own.  Those associated with a special totem 
comprise a unity among themselves.  It is their hope that they, the Tiwi people, 
will remain a sign of unity to their neighbouring Aboriginal tribes and the 
Australian people.134
 
                                                 
131 NMA: Minutes of Daly River Meeting of Aboriginal Catholic Communities in NT (sic), 17-20 May 
1992, p. 1. 
 
132 Notes from the Didjeridu, November/December 2000, pp. 1-2.  Linguists from the Summer Institute of 
Linguistics, Australian Aborigines and Islanders Branch, have compiled an English-Tiwi dictionary and 
have translated Gospels into Tiwi.   Several nuns have also conducted valuable linguistic work. 
 
133 Sister Teresa Ward established the Nguiu Nginingawila Literature Production Centre. 
 
134 Sims, Michael, “Tiwi Cosmology”.  In Hiatt, L.R. (Ed.), Australian Aboriginal concepts, Canberra: 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1978, p. 167. 
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The Tiwi demonstrated their unity and their pride in their approach to important periods 
in their contact with outside cultures, even though these incidents were important in their 
gradual movement towards a western lifestyle.   
 
A Matter of Pride 
As part of their feeling of uniqueness the Tiwi produced their own flag early in February 
1995.  It was first flown publicly at Karslake, Melville Island, on 1 May of that year.  The 
design of the flag symbolises the Islanders’ culture and the integrity and the ancestors of 
the Tiwi.  It also recognises the link of the Islanders with other Indigenous people and 
with the Northern Territory.135   
 
The Tiwi continued to have a pride in their past, both remote and recent.  In 1960, they 
celebrated the half-centenary of the mission.136  In 1974, the 150th anniversary of the 
establishment of Fort Dundas was also celebrated with the assistance of the Australian 
Army. The First Sea Lord of the Royal Navy and a descendant of Earl Bathurst, Sir 
Benjamin Bathurst, and Lady Bathurst, were welcomed to a visit to Nguiu in August 
1993.137  In more recent years, the Islanders have carried that feeling of pride even 
further, re-enacting, in 1995, conflict and friendship with Dutch explorers in 1705.138   In 
the course of the celebrations, the Tiwi offered no criticisms of changes brought to the 
islands through the intrusion by Europeans, Asians and mainland Aborigines. 
 
                                                 
135 The flag, which was designed by Samson Poantumilui and Fiona Kerinaiua, features the Southern Cross, 
Sturt’s Desert Rose, a Tiwi spear and three Pukumani poles, with carved birds on top of two of the poles.  
The design symbolises recognition of past Tiwi generations, Tiwi art, the guarding of the Islanders’ 
integrity, and links with other Aboriginal people and the Northern Territory. 
 
136 “150th Anniversary. The Tiwi’s have changed”. In NTN, 20/9/1974; “Melville island returns to day in 
1825 (sic)”. In NTN, 27/9/1974; Golden Jubilee Celebrations.  Bathurst Island Mission 1911 – 1961 
(brochure); Bowditch, Jim, “Bishop with 150 wives tamed Bathurst Island”. In NTN, 25/5/1961, p. 6.   
These celebrations occurred while a wider knowledge of the past still existed. 
 
137 Bathurst Island was named in honour of Earl Bathurst by Lieutenant Phillip Parker King in 1818.  See 
Morris (200I), op. cit., pp. 35-38. 
 
138 Nason, David, (a) “Northern Dutch exposure”. In The Australian, 29-30/5/1995; (b) “Historic feast 
welcomes islander’s white friends”.  In The Australian, 2/5/1995. The commemoration, organised by the 
Tiwi Land Council, was attended by the Dutch Ambassador, Mr. Cornelius Bast.  The 200th anniversary of 
the first Dutch landing will be celebrated in 2005.  Celebrations of this type will hopefully encourage in 
younger Tiwi a knowledge of and a pride in their history. 
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European style monuments and memorials have joined traditional cultural forms in 
maintaining that interest in the past.  Monuments commemorate the first contact between 
the Dutch and the Tiwi and the visit of Admiral Bathurst.  Another recalls Matthias 
Ulungura, who captured the first Japanese prisoner of war on Australia soil, while a third, 
erected by ex-Sergeant Julius Tahija, honours the Tiwi who rescued him and other 
Indonesians during World War Two.139   The inscription on the tombstone of Aloysius 
Puantulura reminds the Tiwi that he was the founding father of the Tiwi Land Council.  
 
Tourism and the annual grand final of the Tiwi Football League, which attracted 
European visitors from the mainland, meant that many Europeans could now see the 
monuments and memorials.140   More westerners could now also take advantage of the 
recreational campsites and fishing sites on designated parts of the coastline if they 
obtained a permit for such a visit.141
 
Away from these events and attractions, however, the Tiwi community suffered serious 
acts and incidents of violence from time to time. 
 
Tragedy and Accusation 
Tragedy struck the Tiwi community at various times throughout the several decades 
from 1970, leading to accusations and to suggested or actual threats of retribution that 
reflect, to some extent, the continuation of a traditional outlook. 
 
Assaults, some of a serious nature, took place, many of these on Melville Island.142  The 
question of retribution was raised during trials relating to alleged murders at Milikapiti 
and Nguiu.  In the first instance, in 1971, a man was beaten to death with a stick. The 
accused was granted bail but was ordered to stay in Darwin until his committal hearing 
took place.  The police prosecutor was concerned that trouble may arise if he returned to 
                                                 
139 “Indonesian war hero back to thank Tiwi islanders (sic)”. In The Courier, Ballarat, 22/11/1993. 
 
140 See, for instance, (A) Tiwi Islands, 1993-94 Grand Final Souvenir Programme.  A History of Tiwi 
Football, and (B) Howie-Willis, Ian, The Grand Final, Bathurst Island, March 2000, typescript, 2000.  
 
141 N.T. Department of Business, Industry and Resource Development – Primary Industries and Fisheries, 
Information Sheets on recreational camping on the Tiwi Islands, no date but reviewed 24/11/2001.    
 
142 See, for instance, the following reports in NTN: “Hitch-hiker fined $100 over assault”, 28/11/1970; 
“Bash victim was held by ears”, 25/1/1971; “$75 fine for assault”, 29/1/1971; “Islander held on spearing 
charge”, 3/12/1971. 
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Milikapiti.  Defence counsel, however, commented that “I understand tribal upheaval has 
been smoothed over and I do not think there will be any trouble”.143    
 
Similarly, in 1973, the Supreme Court in Darwin was told that there would be no payback 
against a man who attacked and injured an elderly couple at Milikapiti, as the accused 
was normally a quiet man.144
 
Incidents involving prominent Tiwi men in 1973 and 1974 brought the possibility of 
payback attacks back into the limelight.  The first related to the stabbing of a former 
athlete, who was also a member of a well-known island family, by his wife while she was 
under the influence of alcohol.145  At the funeral of the deceased in December 1973, his 
eldest brother declared that all of the accused’s family would die, then all of their skin 
clan, Tungulinyuwi (Ironwood), would be wiped out.146  The family of the deceased man 
belonged to the Tarnikuwi (Flying Fox) totem.  Within a few days, the father of the 
accused woman and three relatives of his wife, two of them females, were assaulted in 
Nguiu.147  The eldest brother of the dead man refused to allow the latter’s daughter to 
attend college in Darwin, as her mother requested.148  He also said, “All quiet at Snake 
Bay. Any trouble is at Mission”, meaning that any trouble would occur at Nguiu, not at 
Milikapiti.149  Another relative, a cousin, later commented, “You savvy us.  We wait five, 
six months.  Our turn come”.150   In plain language, the man said that his family would 
wait for a period of time, after which they would avenge the death of his cousin. 
 
                                                 
143 “Murder charge is withdrawn”.  In NTN, 24/12/1971. 
 
144 “Revenge ‘not a worry’”.  In NTN, 14/12/1973. 
 
145 MP: Community Adviser, Milikapiti, to Director, DAA, 28/12/1973. MP: letter from the accused to her 
parents, undated but envelope postmarked 28/12/1973.  At the time, the accused was in Darwin Hospital, 
having stabbed herself after killing her husband. 
 
146 MP: File note by Morris, DAA, 15/1/1974. 
 
147 Ibid. 
 
148 MP: Morris to Director, DAA, 18/1/1974: In discussions with the author, the eldest brother of the 
deceased agreed that the latter’s daughter could attend college after Pukumani ceremonies were completed 
for her father. 
 
149 Ibid. 
 
150 MP: Morris to Director, DAA, 31/1/1974. 
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Found guilty of his manslaughter, the deceased’s wife was told in court that she would 
probably be killed if she returned to Milikapiti after completing a term in prison.  The 
woman’s parents expected they would be attacked again when they went back to Nguiu.  
As a consequence of the killing, another man was in hospital, his leg having been almost 
severed.  A comment by the wife’s father that  “our custom says kill them dead.  They 
might try to kill me, but we can hit them back too”, recalled the law of past years.151  As 
pointed out to the parents, however, there had been no retribution resulting in death at 
Nguiu since 1947 and it was unlikely that such a system would be revived there.152  The 
situation quietened down. 
 
In the second matter, in 1974, a famous Nguiu artist was charged with assault occasioning 
harm.  The involvement of alcohol was suspected.  Sentenced to a term of imprisonment, 
the accused was released on a good behaviour bond.  In the presence of a number of Tiwi, 
the judge emphasised that although the prisoner, who had spent several months in prison 
while awaiting his trial, was being released, he had been punished by the court.  The 
judge urged the Tiwi not to punish him again.153
 
Whether the Tiwi heeded the request of the judge or they saw retribution as a thing of the 
past, the man concerned was able to resume his artistic career in peace. 
 
Police again expressed concern about a pay-back when, in 1975, a youth was charged 
with the murder of an eleven months old baby at Paru.154   There may have been a feeling 
of resentment against the alleged killer but he avoided any attempts on his life.   The 
alleged killing of a woman on Melville Island by her husband in November 1989 brought 
an instant reaction from the police, when a large number of Islanders, some armed with 
                                                 
151 “You could be killed, wife told”. In NTN, 24/4/1974. 
 
152 MP: File note by Morris, 15/1/1974, op. cit.: Non-possibility of retribution system being revived  
pointed out by the Principal Project Officer, DAA, and the author. 
 
153 NMA:  (a) Court transcript, “In the Supreme Court of the Northern Territory of Australia – Supreme 
Court Case No. 104 of 1974”, Transcript of Proceedings; (b) Letter, W.E.Forster, Senior Judge, to Father 
Michael Sims, 14/8/1974. 
 
154 “Youth charged with murder”.  In NTN, 7/5/1975. 
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stones, demonstrated against the husband in an action of an unprecedented size.  In a 
show of force, police were flown in from Darwin.155    
 
A tragedy of another kind occurred on Saturday, 22 April 1990.  As a result of the social 
club in Nguiu having been closed following a fatal stabbing on the previous Wednesday, 
some people travelled to the Milikapiti social club.156   Returning in an overloaded dinghy 
at night, five people were drowned.157
 
By the late 1980s, a symptom that, in at least recorded times, had afflicted the Tiwi 
community only once previously, struck the islands.158  Suicides by young people 
resulted in confusion among their parents and the elders, who encountered difficulty in 
explaining the reasons for the action of those who died or how to arrest the problem.159  
In succeeding years, the rate of suicides was to increase, there being seven male and one 
female suicides in Nguiu between 1/5/1996 and 21/12/1999, including one male death in 
custody.160
 
Of a longer term nature have been the medical problems of the Tiwi.  It must be 
acknowledged that the lifestyle and social habits introduced to, or imposed on, the Tiwi 
by its gradual but increasingly quicker movement towards western society have much to 
do with the illnesses that have affected them.  
 
 
                                                 
155 ABC Radio News, 3LO, 4/11/1989. 
 
156 “Third body found after boat capsize”. In The Courier, Ballarat, 23/4/1990. 
 
157 NMA: “The Story of the Sad boat disaster May (sic) 1990 at Paru  4 deaths (sic)”.  The accident 
occurred between Paru and Nguiu.  Interview with Barry Puruntatameri, Nguiu, 6/11/1995, who said that as 
President of the Nguiu Council he received blame for the accident. 
 
158 Tiwi Land Council Tenth Annual Report 1988/89, op. cit., p. 5. 
 
159 The incidents of suicide and renal disease in the Tiwi community have been studied by the Menzies 
School of Health Research. 
 
160 Nguiu Church Death Register.  It is not the role of this thesis to discuss matters related to the 
suicide phenomena.  For studies of suicides among the Tiwi, see Robinson, Gary, (a) “Separation, 
Retaliation and Suicide: Mourning and The Conflicts of Young Tiwi Men”. In Oceania, Vol. 60, No. 3, 
March 1996, pp. 161-178; (b) “Violence, Social Differentiation and the Self”. In Oceania, Vol. 65, No. 4, 
June 1995, pp. 336-338, 344; and Venbrux, Eric, A Death in the Tiwi Islands, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995. 
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Poor Health – A Serious Effect of Transformation   
In 1992, prominent medical specialist Dr. John Hargrave commented that  
 
None of us can deny that the Western world has made great strides towards better 
health over the past 200 years…In theory the Aboriginal world should have done 
better as well.  The reality, however, is otherwise…the goal of Health for All by 
the Year 2000 is nothing but a forlorn hope.161
 
In Parry’s view, social, cultural and economic transformation brought about on mission 
stations in the Northern Territory resulted in the erosion of the traditional level of good 
health of the Indigenous residents.  As a consequence, she continues, “missionaries can be 
seen to have been part of a wider colonising force and to that extent have contributed to 
today’s crisis in Aboriginal health”.162  Experience has shown that the same statement 
could be made about government settlements in the Northern Territory.163  Government 
settlements also brought about transformation in the Indigenous lifestyle, due to sedentary 
living and an introduction to western style employment, education and domesticity.  Nor 
must the effects of alcohol abuse among some Indigenous people be forgotten, such abuse 
according to Cole, being “the greatest threat to the health of Aboriginal people”. 164
 
The deterioration of the well-being of Aborigines and Islanders, then, is the result of 
many factors, some imposed, some introduced and others self-inflicted.   It is, in part, a 
consequence of elements arising from western society, such as a European diet, slum-like 
living conditions, poor sanitation, inadequate water supplies and introduced diseases.165   
Moreover, the psychological effects of attempts at cultural and social suppression until  
 
                                                 
161 Hargrave, op. cit., p. 1. 
 
162 Ibid, pp. 271-272. 
 
163 Personal observations between 1960 and 2001. 
 
164 Cole (1985), op. cit., p. 178.  Cole reported that Aboriginal alcoholism had reached epidemic proportions 
in Arnhem Land communities. 
 
165 Lippmann, op. cit., pp. 106-120, and Broome, Richard, Aboriginal Australians, Crows Nest: Allen and 
Unwin, 2002, pp. 149-153, offer an overview of Indigenous health problems and some of the causes of 
these.  Harrison, op. cit., examines the Tiwi situation, especially that in Milikapiti.  Hargrave, op. cit., pp. 1,  
13, and Broome, op. cit., pp. 62-63, 65-66, 77-78, 102, and 127-128, discuss the effect of European 
introduced diseases upon Aborigines.  See also, Henderson, Graham and Wade, Alan, Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Water Supplies, AIATSIS Research Discussion Paper No. 7, 1996. 
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the policy of assimilation was officially discarded cannot be ignored.  Misunderstanding 
of Aboriginality led to the imposition of western medicine that was deemed to be the only 
method of meeting Aboriginal health needs.166  Poor hygiene was noticeable in many, if 
not all, Indigenous communities, leading Pye to comment of the Tiwi of Bathurst Island, 
“the problem is really hygiene, not neglect by medical people”.167   Malnutrition was 
another problem, Sims being concerned that “the general diet of many (at Nguiu was) a 
mixture of beer, soft drink, sweet tea, meat and bread”.168    
 
Whatever the cause, in the 1960s and the 1970s, the Tiwi suffered from a variety of 
diseases and illnesses, including Hansen’s Disease, tuberculosis, gastro-enteritis, diabetes, 
high blood pressure, urinary infections, hepatitis, eye problems and hookworm.169  These 
could not be cured by the traditional bush medicines that were still used by the Tiwi.  In 
December 1973, “an influenza – like epidemic” struck Nguiu, highlighting a hygiene 
problem and an acute water shortage caused by a delay in repairing several pumps and an 
inadequate electricity system.170  Council members were said to be disturbed that “the 
sick people at the mission were suffering because they had to walk for water”.171     
 
There were problems, too, on Melville Island.  In 1975, a nurse reported that at Milikapiti,  
 
The percentage of serious illness and deformity (was) colossal….Daily attendance 
at  the health centre (was) in excess of 60, often over 100, with children still 
suffering from malnutrition.172
 
                                                 
 
166 Parry, op. cit., p. 271. “Miscommunication”, Health Dimensions, Radio National, 21/5/2002: 
Communications between remote Aborigines and medical staff have been another problem.  
 
167 Pye, op. cit., p. 54; personal observation. 
 
168 Sims (1976), op. cit., p. 3. 
 
169 Personal observation; Heaney, op. cit., pp. 9, 11; MP: Thomas, Weir and Morris (1974), p. 6.  
 
170 “Emergency as Epidemic Hits Bathurst Island”.  In NTN, 14/12/1973.  
 
171 “Pleas for Help as New Crisis Strikes Island”. In NTN, 15/12/1973; “Island Must Wait for Relief”.  In 
NTN, 17/12/1973.  Toilets were not operating, and in one day 330 people sought attention at the community 
hospital.  
172 NTN (30/12/1975), op. cit. 
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A decade later, in reporting on the poor growth rate of children in Milikapiti, Harrison 
saw infections as one of the causes, related to the poor accommodation, inappropriate 
hygiene practices, and the sharing of communal facilities.173  A survey by Tiwi health 
workers in all communities over the period 1977-1979, indicated improvements in some 
areas of health but deterioration in others.174  Although not all residents took part in the 
overall study, the excessive consumption of alcohol and smoking were considered 
responsible for the cases of anaemia and abnormal lungs respectively.175   
 
As well, conductive hearing loss affected many Indigenous children in the Northern 
Territory, including the Tiwi Islands.  The problem was so serious among the Tiwi that, in 
1985, transmitters and receivers were trialed among school children in the islands’ 
various schools.176   
 
Rather than improving, the health problems of the Tiwi became worse in early 1980.177  
In pointing out the good health, and the strength of culture, of the people “in the olden 
days”, Health Worker Eunice Orsto blamed “the change of lifestyle” for the situation the 
Tiwi were now in.178  In 1988-89 also, eighteen per cent of Tiwi babies were considered 
to be “under size” and were vulnerable to various health disorders.179  By the late 1980s, 
it was considered that up to fifty per cent of the islands’ population could be affected by 
renal disease, over 50 new cases being detected in 1989-1990.180   
 
                                                 
 
173 Harrison, op. cit., abstract. 
 
174 Northern Territory Health, A Survey by Tiwi Health Workers, Darwin: Government Printer for the 
Northern Territory, undated (c. 1979), pp. 12-13, 16.  See figure 26.  
 
175 Cole (1979), op. cit., p. 249, and Cole (1985), op. cit., p. 178, discuss the effects of smoking and alcohol 
in Arnhem Land communities. 
 
176 “New Use for Radio”. In Breakthrough, Disability Advisory Council of Australia, No. 38, June 1985,  
p. 1. 
 
177 Orsto, Eunice, “Health Promotion on Bathurst Island”. In Aboriginal and Islander Health Worker 
Journal, Vol. 20, No. 2, March/April 1996, p. 16. 
 
178 Ibid. 
 
179 Ibid, p. 14. 
180 Tiwi Land Council Tenth Annual Report 1988/89, op. cit., p, 5.  
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At the request of the Tiwi community, the Menzies School of Health Research, Darwin, 
commenced a long study into the problem. 
 
Whatever the psychological and cultural effects of the mission and settlements upon the 
Tiwi, the nursing staff provided a dedicated service for the Islanders.181   By at least 1974, 
there was also an awareness that prevention was the only way to treat ill-health among the 
Tiwi, and “from experience preventative medicine taught by aboriginal people (was) the 
only effective and lasting work of this kind among these people”.182  Without additional 
staff at the Nguiu hospital, the  
 
ABORIGINALISATION OF HEALTH (sic) [would] disappear and it [would] 
become a white Australian IMPOSITION (sic) which [was] almost as bad as 
nothing, the Tiwi people certainly [did] not want it this way. Indeed it has been 
proven that under remote supervision they [could] treat their own people much 
better than [European nurses].183
 
Indigenous people argue that only when they are given responsibility for their own 
medical services will their health improve.  The movement towards a partly indigenised 
health service at Nguiu received a boost when by at least the early 1970s, Catholic 
Missions prepared the Islanders on the staff of the Julanimawu health centre, as the 
hospital is now termed, for its transfer to the control of the Tiwi community.184  Control 
of the health centre was passed to Tiwi in 1993.  While there were no indigenous doctors 
or qualified nurses in the islands, the Tiwi community itself took a further step in July 
1996, setting up a Tiwi Health Board.185  Becoming an independent body in 1998, the 
Board assumed responsibility for all health centres in the islands.   
                                                 
 
181 See, for example, Kettle, op. cit.; Pye, op. cit., pp. 62-63. Also, personal observations at Nguiu and 
Milikapiti.  Tiwi Land Council Sixteenth Annual Report 1994/95, Darwin, 1995, p. 21, recognised the 
dedication of the Tiwi Islands’ health staff. 
 
182 MP: Bathurst Island Nursing Staff to the Director of Health, 27/6/1974, p. 1. 
 
183 Ibid, p. 2.   
 
184 Kam Yan, op. cit.; Letter, Pye to Morris, 15/4/1994. The transfer occurred in 1993.  
 
185 Interview with John Hicks, Secretary of the Tiwi Land Council, 6/7/2000. Weekend Australian, 9-
10/12/2000, Health Administration Vacancies advertisement: The Tiwi Health Board manages three health 
centres and over 100 staff across the islands and in its Darwin office. 
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The new board had much to accomplish.  The years of contact had introduced serious 
diseases to the Tiwi: tuberculosis, leprosy and measles, to name a few.  In the last decades 
of the twentieth century, the health of the Tiwi became a matter of serious concern. There 
was an unacceptably high incidence of diseases no longer seen in Non-Indigenous 
Australia.186  Alcohol, smoking and a poor diet were reported to be “killing the Tiwi in 
ever increasing numbers”, even though drug and alcohol workers had been appointed in 
the islands.187  Heart strokes and attacks were 5.5 times higher than the rate for European 
Australia.188  Incidents of kidney disease and kidney failure were higher in the islands 
than elsewhere.189  In March 1995, 16 of the 51 haemodialysis patients in Darwin were 
from Nguiu, with three to four new cases expected each year.190  About 100 Tiwi, 
comprising patients and their families moved to Darwin by this time to be near the 
dialysis unit.  At the request of the Nguiu Council, the Menzies School of Health had 
commenced a study of the health problems affecting the Tiwi. This study showed that 
about half the adults in Nguiu had proteinuria, an indication of kidney disease.191  Among 
those who passed away as a result of renal disease were two senior Tiwi men, Stanley 
Tipiloura, MLA, and Jimmy Tipungwuti, manager and former Chairman of the Tiwi Land  
 
 
                                                 
186 Report from Workshop for Tiwi Islands Leaders, Menzies School of Health Research, Darwin, March 
1993, pp.7, 57: The workshop included an action plan for the creation of a Tiwi Health Board. 
 
187 Nguiu Community Government Council, Notes from the Council, 23 October 1995, p. 1.  Personal 
observation, June 2000, a drying out centre has been established at the Four Mile, Bathurst Island.  
Aboriginal and Islander Health Worker Journal, Vol. 25, No. 4, July/August 2001, p. 9, states that the 
Ngaruwuniwani Health Team was later formed in the islands to combat a range of issues, including mental 
illness, family violence and drug and alcohol matters.    
 
188 Stephens, Tony, “Tiwi tales of health and hope on Third World islands”.  In The Sydney Morning 
Herald, 23/6/1999, a report on a visit to the Tiwi Islands by the Governor-General, Sir William Deane, and 
Lady Deane.  Communication with Brother John Pye, Nguiu, 15/4/1994 advises that AA set up in the 
islands. 
 
189 “Tiwi Kidney Disease Project”. In Nginingawula Pikaringini Ngini Ngawa Ngapangiraga, August, 
1992, p. 12.  Local Government Focus, Infrastructure program at Nguiu, March 1997, http://www.loc-gov-
focus.aus.net/1997/march/nguiu.htm: “Tiwi Islanders have the highest incidence of kidney failure in the 
world”(Accessed 20/12/2001). 
 
190 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Health and Welfare, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, 
1999, p. 126.  Tiwi Land Council Sixteenth Annual Report 1994/95, op. cit., p.21: the Nguiu Council 
installed landing lights at the island’s airport for night evacuations of patients, while the Tiwi were 
represented at a diabetes conference in Canada.  
 
191 Ibid. 
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Council.192  In 1997, a renal unit, costing $1.2 million, was built at Nguiu to service Tiwi  
patients.193  In that year, too, in an arrangement with the Federal health authorities, the 
Tiwi “pooled and cashed out” their medical and pharmaceutical benefits in a “Tiwi for 
life” programme.194  With the resulting availability of additional medical staff, the 
incidence of diabetes fell dramatically.195  Hospital admissions also fell, by over 11 per 
cent by the year 2000.196
 
Although the Minister for Health promised to continue supporting the programme, in 
1999, the Tiwi Islands were referred to as “a Third World part of Australia”, where “the 
clash between black and white cultures (had) brought mortality rates among the highest in 
the world”.197  Only 14 men and women out of “a population of about 2,300” had reached 
70 years of age.198  While suicides declined dramatically in the final years of the century, 
they added to deaths from illness.  Discussing this problem which, despite their efforts, 
the Tiwi have been unable to solve, Michael Gordon reported that, “Then there is the 
problem of youth suicide, reflecting a social malaise that asserts itself in alcohol and drug 
abuse and domestic violence”.199   One suicide, in 1996, constituted a death in custody.200  
Despite the presence of programmes designed to alleviate the situation, drugs brought in 
                                                 
192 See p. 274, this thesis; Tiwi Land Council Fourteenth Annual Report 1992/93, Darwin, 1993, p. 16; 
NTN, Obituaries, 27/6/2000.  The names of the deceased are used here because they have appeared in print 
elsewhere. 
 
193 Visit to the renal unit by the author on 27/6/2000: the unit opened in February 1999. The problem of 
kidney disease was believed to be a genetic one, with one extended family in particular being the worst 
affected. 
 
194 Gordon, Michael, “In the tracks of tears”. In The Age, 25/5/2000, p. 12. 
 
195 Ibid. When they were told that there was no guarantee that the programme would continue, Tiwi 
representatives flew to Canberra to see the Minister for Health, Michael Wooldridge.  
 
196 Tiwi Land Council Twenty Second Annual Report 2000/2001, Darwin, 2001, p. 40.  
 
197 Stephens, op. cit.  
 
198 Ibid. 
 
199 Gordon, op. cit.  The leaders of the Bathurst Island communities told Gordon that among the reasons for 
threatened, attempted and actual suicides were a failure to obtain drugs and a lack of love and education at 
home. “Tiwi Island examines suicide problem”, AM, ABC Radio, 13/8/1999.  According to a resident 
doctor at Nguiu, there had been over 100 attempts, in the islands, to commit suicide in the previous couple 
of years. 
 
200 Nguiu Community Government Council, Notes from the Council, August 1996, p. 1. 
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from the mainland and alcohol continued to be problems.201   The focus on Tiwi self-help 
appeared to work.  By 2000, death rates from all causes had fallen by 30 per cent.  The 
rate for dialysis cases fell by 60 per cent.202
 
Like some Indigenous people in Arnhem Land, the Tiwi became briefly involved in the 
argument that raged in the non-Aboriginal society about another form of death, voluntary 
euthanasia, and about which Aborigines in the Northern Territory had not been 
consulted.203  The Tiwi pointed out that even though their community has some of the 
worst health problems in the Territory, local health workers had difficulty in convincing 
many elderly Islanders to undergo western medical attention.  Modern medicine had a bad 
reputation due to Tiwi dying in Darwin Hospital after seeking assistance too late.  They 
now feared injections (or as the old people said, “jacshons”), thinking these might be 
lethal.204
 
In the area of education the Tiwi were more fortunate, there being a small number of 
qualified teachers.   The situation in the islands was vastly different to other areas of the 
Northern Territory where “many Aboriginal parents fear education and refuse to 
encourage their children to attend school”.205   This was due to the positive attitude of the 
Islanders to western education, as pointed out by Goodale.206  The attendance of Tiwi 
children at the various community schools, preparing some of them for a higher European 
                                                 
201 Interview with Don Cooper, non-Tiwi Social Club employee, Nguiu, 21//6/2000, who claimed that a lot 
of drugs were coming into the community and causing trouble.  Interview with John Bernard Tipurui, Drug 
and Alcohol Worker, Nguiu, 22/6/2000.  Interview with John Hicks, Secretary of the Tiwi Land Council, 
6/7/2000: In June 2000, Tiwi flying from Darwin to the islands were found to be carrying marihuana.  See 
also, “Nguiu Drug Seizure”, Northern Territory Police Media Release, 3/5/2000, 
http://www.nt.gov.au/pfes/service…/20020503_Nguiu_drug_seizure.html: (Accessed 4/11/2002).  On 
1/5/2000, two Tiwi women were apprehended at Darwin Airport for carrying cannabis. Later that day, 
police arrested a man on his arrival at Nguiu in relation to carrying a trafficable amount of cannabis and 
bringing alcohol into a restricted area.  Cyril Rioli, who did much towards the physical development of 
Pirlangimpi, commented to the author on 4/7/2000, that something had to be done about the community. 
This included the local drug problem.   
 
202 Aboriginal and Islander Health Worker Journal (July/August 2001) op. cit., p. 5. 
 
203 Ceresa, Maria, “Islanders tell MP of euthanasia fears”. In The Australian, 7/8/1996, pp. 1-2. 
 
204 Ibid. 
 
205 Barrett, op. cit., p. 7.  
 
206 Goodale, op. cit., p. 12.  MRIH, (a) March and (b) April 1960, unfoliod: school attendance ranged from 
98.8 to 100 per cent. 
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education stood in strong contrast to the picture of young people undergoing tribal 
training as part of their initiation preparation in the pre-mission days. 
 
Education – A Preparation For The Future 
In the 1960s, schools on Indigenous reserves could be seen as part of the assimilation 
process.   Under the policies of self-determination and self-management they became an 
essential part of the preparation for Aborigines and Islanders to control their own 
communities. 
 
In the Tiwi Islands, the schools at Milikapiti and Pirlangimpi were operated by the 
Education Department.207  As such, these facilities were co-educational, this system being 
accepted by the Tiwi in those communities.  The situation at Nguiu was different.  In their 
early years, children of both genders were taught together.   After completing grades 6/7 
the students separated into girls’ and boys’ schools.208  In 1984, Bishop O’Loughlin wrote 
to Father F. J. Quirk, the Provincial Superior of the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart, the 
order operating Catholic Missions in the Northern Territory, informing him of the 
possible amalgamation of the two schools at Nguiu.209  Quirk, however, advised caution, 
pointing out that the attitudes of the Tiwi must be considered in any such move.  The 
community did not favour an integration of the schools, even though the resulting system 
would have been more efficient.210
 
Two points of interest arose out of the education system at Nguiu.  The first, in an era in 
which the Tiwi were moving closer towards the European world, was a complaint by 
elders and by Tiwi working in the schools that children were talking “too much  
 
                                                 
207 Miller, Glen, “NAEC Snake Bay Community and Milikapiti School, Melville Island, N.T., February, 
1982”. In The National Aboriginal Education Committee Newsletter, Vol.1, No. 3, July 1982, p. 10: The 
“less than favourable circumstances” at the Milikapiti school required great dedication on the part of the 
teaching staff. 
 
208 MP: Communication from Jeanette Morris, Nguiu, 12/8/1991. The boys’ education was in the hands of 
the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart until the Christian Brothers assumed control in 1975, at the request of 
Bishop O’Loughlin. 
 
209 NMA: Letter, F.J. Quirk, MSC, to Bishop J.P. O’Loughlin, 26/4/1984. 
 
210 Cook, op. cit., p. 138: Sister Ann Gardner, former principal of the St. Theresa’s Girls’ School to Cook, 
3/12/1993; Nelen Yubu Newsletter (November 1978), op cit., p. 14. 
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English”.211
 
In 1974, a bi-lingual education programme was introduced into the pre-school programme 
at Nguiu, and extended further into the school system from 1975.212  As a result, the 
Nginingawila Literature Production Centre was assisting in the programme and to 
introduce the Tiwi to material printed in the vernacular.213  Recommendations were also 
made, encouraging maximum Tiwi participation in the Nguiu schools.214  Since at least 
the early 1950s, efforts were made to employ Tiwi assistants in the schools at Milikapiti 
and Nguiu.  Happy Cook, for instance, taught for many years at Milikapiti from 1956, 
while Eric Brook Wommatakimi took charge of the infants’ class.215  Bernard Tipiloura 
and Benedict Munkara were among long serving teaching assistants at Nguiu. 
 
The second point was an effort by the Christian Brothers to fit in with the desires of the 
Nguiu community in respect of the boys’ education.  In assuming control of the boys’ 
school in 1975, and as a teaching order, the Brothers saw a need to improve on the 
education offered to Tiwi boys in the past.  Responses from parents as to what they saw 
as necessary in the schooling of their sons were difficult to obtain, although the people 
did not complain about the manner in which the boys were being taught.216  
 
In the progress towards indigenising the school, on 12 August 1991, the name of the girls’ 
school was changed from St. Theresa’s to Murrupurtiyanuwu.217  Xavier Boys’ School, 
                                                 
211 Kam Yan, op. cit, regarding the situation in Milikapiti; Crawford, op. cit., p. 37.  Despite efforts to teach 
Tiwi to the staff in the girls’ school, most failed to understand the language apart from a few phrases and 
words.  Pye, op. cit., pp. 62, comments that Bishop Gsell and linguists Doctors Charles Osborne and Arthur 
Capell said Tiwi is a most difficult language to understand.   
212 NMA: Bathurst Island Report, 1976, Education, pp. 1-5. 
 
213 See http://www.photoz.com.au/~murrupur/mcs.html: Nginingawila Literature Production Centre. 
 
214 Ibid, p. 3. 
 
215 SBSP: MS 1602/2, Item 22, SBIH, unfoliod; “Policies of early days recalled”. In NTN, 16/7/1983, p. 5. 
 
216Crawford, op. cit., p. 41. 
 
217 Home video, Change of School Name Ceremony, Nguiu, 1991; Murrupurtiyanuwu is the name of 
Anastasia Kelantumama, the first female Tiwi, to become a qualified teacher (1980).  In 1997 the first Tiwi 
principal was appointed to the school.  See http://www.photoz.com.au/~murrupur/mcs.html: 
Murrupurtiyanuwu Catholic School (Accessed 11/11/1999).   
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named after Bishop Francis Xavier Gsell, became Xavier Catholic Community Education 
Centre, incorporating the boys’ school and the adult education centre.218  
 
In 1979, an on-site teacher training programme was established in the girls’ school by 
Batchelor College, the Northern Territory’s Indigenous teacher education institution.219  
From articles by a number of Tiwi teachers it is clear that, while emphasis has been 
placed on preparing students to play a role in the increasingly westernised cosmos of the 
Islanders, the use of the vernacular and indigenous culture in the local education system 
has been insufficient to meet the needs of the Tiwi.220  
 
Sutton points out that since the late 1960s Indigenous people have established themselves 
in aspects of the economy and administrative structures of Australia, something that was 
previously not considered.221  In the Tiwi Islands, although difficulties were encountered 
in filling managerial positions with suitable Tiwi, other areas of employment such as 
trained nursing assistants, clerical staff, police aides and qualified teachers were 
successfully occupied by Tiwi people.  The education system in the islands, vastly 
improved on that of the 1950s, enabled this to become a reality.   
 
Beginning with adult education classes in 1961, school education has enabled the younger 
Tiwi to gain at least a basic understanding of the Australian political system, and enabled 
several Tiwi to successfully stand for election to the Northern Territory Parliament and to 
the islands’ councils.222  Participating in the education of the Tiwi children is the Tiwi 
Islands Training and Employment Board, mentioned in the previous chapter.  
 
Within a few years the attitude of some Tiwi, at least, changed towards the matter of 
language use.  In the early 1970s, Walter Kerinaiua, then President of the Nguiu Shire 
                                                 
218 Xavier Catholic Community Education Centre brochure, undated.  Brother Andy Howley is remembered 
for his work in developing the education of the boys from 1951. Frawley, Jack, “Adult Education”.  In 
Nginingawila Pikaringini Ngini Ngawa Ngapangiraga, Vol. 4, No. 3, 9/8/1984, p. 13.    
 
219 MP: Nguiu School Figures – 1979: 20 Tiwi teachers worked in the Nguiu schools.  Ministerial Briefing, 
Garden Point, March 1978, p. 2: 7 Tiwi assistants were employed in the Pirlangimpi school. 
 
220 Frawley, Jack, “Tiwi Culture Must Be at the Centre: An Analysis and Synthesis of the Tiwi Views on 
Education”.  In The Aboriginal Child at School, Vol. 23, No. 4, 1995, pp. 8-21. 
 
221 Sutton, op. cit., p. 258. 
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Council, told a conference that the Tiwi were anxious for their children “to live as 
Europeans”, and therefore wanted them to learn English.223  They wished to keep some of 
their traditional culture, he continued, the people being “close to what we want to 
keep”.224    
 
The attitude varied in the mid 1970s with older Tiwi people being concerned about the 
use of English, rather than Tiwi, by the children.  There was a perceived need for the 
vernacular and some cultural traits to be incorporated into the education curriculum.225  
There was a growing appreciation of Indigenous art, dance and music, in the wider 
Australian population.  In contrast to the earlier thoughts by some sections of Australian 
politics and society, this appreciation meant that Aborigines and Islanders could now be 
accommodated, to some degree, into the western society while retaining their unique 
identity.  The older Tiwi, as mentioned earlier, saw a need for Islander teachers to 
understand and use the local culture in the classroom.  On the other hand, several Tiwi 
teachers have, as noted, written of the need to incorporate the culture into the local 
education programme as essential to the continuing distinctiveness of the island people.  
At the end of the century, about 500 students were enrolled in the islands’ schools and in 
secondary education in Darwin.    
 
In the view of teacher/librarian Robin Hempel, “the rate of literacy among the Tiwis is 
probably higher than most Aboriginal groups”.226   
 
Education was one of the initial reasons for change in Tiwi culture, that is it led 
eventually to the cessation of the initiation process.  It had also been responsible in more 
recent times for better educated and more eloquent young Tiwi taking major roles in the 
political system imposed on the Islanders by the Australian government.  These younger 
people have thus replaced the elders as spokespeople and decision makers in a western 
                                                 
223 Pye, op. cit., p. 23. 
 
224 Ibid. 
 
225 Sutton, op. cit., p. 257: This was part of a wider such movement across Indigenous Australia. 
 
226  Hempel, Robin, “Pumpuni, pumpuni! How the Tiwi learned to love their library”. In Australian Library 
Journal, Vo. 26, No. 5, 1977, p. 98.  Pumpunii means “good”.  Mrs. Hempel taught at Pirlangimpi, 
Milikapiti, and in Aboriginal schools on the mainland.   The Pirlangimpi community made good use of their 
library. 
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form of administration.  In a society that is vastly different to that of 1919, education is 
seen as important to the survival of the Tiwi as a community with a distinct and unique 
identity.   
  
A Changing Population 
In 1919, apart from Tiwi-Iwaidja relatives on the mainland, the only “foreign” blood in 
the Tiwi community was that derived from a small number of mainland women captured 
in the nineteenth century, and several people descended from Indonesian trepangers.   The 
composition of Tiwi society changed a little from the years of trade with the Asian 
pearling crews.   
 
Following the era of self-determination, the transformation of the Tiwi community 
brought with it a further change in the physical make-up of the islands’ population.  This 
was due, in part, to the influx of non-Tiwi workers. There was also concern on the part of 
the Land Council at the number of unauthorised people, many without work, coming in 
from the mainland to visit or reside in the islands.227   By 2000, a small number of Tiwi 
had partners who were non-Indigenous or from mainland Aboriginal groups.228 As the 
1996 census demonstrated, “marriage, immigration and emigration” were altering the 
population mix.229  With about 500 Islanders living in Darwin from time to time, there 
could be a total Tiwi population of 2500 people.230
 
Community concerns were voiced about the fear of the presence of more Europeans if the 
proposed space base went ahead.  Perhaps the most direct comment about a non-
Indigenous presence, and one that reflected a preference for Tiwi “purity”, came from 
elder Max Daniels who complained of “too many white people” in Milikapiti, and as a 
consequence, of “too many coloured children”.231
 
                                                 
227 Tiwi Land Council Eighteenth Annual Report 1996/97, op. cit., p. 5.  Tiwi Land Council Sixteenth 
Annual Report 1994/95, op. cit., p. 14, states that in 1991 there were 337 non-Tiwi in the islands, many of 
them being Aborigines. 
 
228 Personal observation.   
  
229 Tiwi Land Council Eighteenth Annual Report 1996/97, op. cit., p. 13. 
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231 Interview with Max Daniels Wundjitta, Milikapiti, 3/7/2000.   
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The physical make-up of Tiwi families, however, was only a miniscule part of the 
transformations that occurred in the islands in the last three decades of the twentieth 
century.  
 
Conclusion   
As we have seen previously, the period 1972 to 2000 was one of political, physical and 
economic change for the Tiwi Islanders.  It was also one of many social and artistic 
achievements.  From many decades under mission and government administration, and 
under policies of protection and assimilation, they now entered a new era of self-
determination and self-management.  The withdrawal of the mission and government staff 
was not abrupt, allowing the Tiwi to adjust to their new responsibility for their own 
development and welfare.  The return of the islands to the Tiwi and the government 
requirement for the establishment of councils to administer the land and the islands’ 
communities, and organisations to manage enterprises led to an influx of non-Tiwi 
people, private employees who were different to the missionaries and government officers 
the Islanders had been used to.  While the demands and requirements of government and 
the political and economic status of the islands were now similar to that in mainstream 
Australia, the Tiwi continued to observe customary practices that were counter to western 
business methods and work place performances.    
 
There were, moreover, social and cultural transformations.  Parallel with the change in the 
political and economic status of the Tiwi was a partial transformation in their art, as 
traditional and contemporary forms of their culture were introduced to the world, and 
various Islanders travelled nationally and internationally for cultural, religious and 
educational reasons.  Although the Tiwi came to accept western style housing, clothing, 
food and education – vestiges of European living - the manner in which younger Islanders 
were adopting other aspects of western culture disturbed elders in the community.  There 
were concerns, too, about the employment, health and crime situations in the islands.   
There were, too, differing views on the economic use of the natural environment.   
 
The return of the islands to the Tiwi, the establishment of the Tiwi Land Council and of 
the community government bodies emphasised the identity of the Tiwi.   The creation of 
their own flag has reinforced that identity and their insistence on being different to other 
Australian Indigenous groups.  The official ownership of the islands and the unique 
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identity of the Tiwi ensured unity as they moved towards the end of the twentieth century.  
The final decade of that century, however, carried the Tiwi, especially the younger ones, 
further, but not entirely, towards an acceptance of the western lifestyle.    
In a move that paralleled European society, a gradual decline occurred in church 
attendance, although to some extent, the churches and services were indigenised.  By 
2000, the circumstances, lifestyle, cultural and social practices, and the world of the Tiwi 
were far removed from those of the early twentieth century when permanent inter-cultural 
contact commenced through the presence of the buffalo shooters and timber getters, and 
more especially, through the arrival of Bishop Gsell. 
 
Socially, culturally, politically and economically, the Tiwi were moving closer, though 
not wholly so, to the bureaucratic, capitalist and social practices of western society.  This 
mirrored similar processes in the other remote Indigenous communities.232  With this 
movement towards western consumerism and a cheap non-Indigenous diet came the 
social ills of European-Australian communities: unemployment, new diseases and 
violence.233  In a relatively small community such as the Tiwi Islands these problems 
were more concentrated than in the wider Australian situation.   The Tiwi possessed the 
social strength to avoid family and community dysfunction. 
 
The Tiwi have survived without being totally absorbed into the dominant western culture.  
However, they have not avoided some of the extreme social problems faced by other 
Indigenous groups, the pressures of the outside world having encouraged the 
abandonment of some cultural traits and the transformation or modification of others.   
At the same time, the situation rising from the excessive consumption of alcohol is not as 
serious as that in some other Indigenous communities.  Nor have they had to face 
difficulties encountered by communities adjoining European dominated towns or mining 
operations on the mainland.   
 
                                                 
232 Personal observations in a number of Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory, Western 
Australia and South Australia, eg, Maningrida, Ngukkur, Papunya, Warburton, Ernabella, etc., 1972-1979.  
 
233 See Berndt, Ronald M. and Catherine H., The World of the First Australians. Aboriginal Traditional 
Life: Past and Present, Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, (revised) 1996, pp. 520-522. 
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Moreover, although they have accepted certain western ideals and attributes, they have 
not been absorbed into European society to a level where their identity as a unique people 
is endangered.  They still fiercely remain Tiwi.  As Barnes points out, they “continue to 
think in Tiwi, they live Tiwi lives, and retain their strengths within a Tiwi society which 
sustains and nourishes them”.234  
 
 
 
                                                 
234 Barnes, op. cit., p. 38. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
In 1919, after fourteen years of contact with Europeans and Asians in and outside of their 
islands, any signs of erosion of the traditional customs of the Tiwi were almost negligible.  
Bathurst Island and several neighbouring small islands were a gazetted Aboriginal 
reserve.  Melville Island was held under pastoral lease, while Buchanan Island was Crown 
land.   In the view of the Tiwi, however, all of the islands were still their land by right of 
spiritual lore, the perceived relationship with the islands being a buffer against social 
dislocation.  Except for a small number who lived on the mission station at Nguiu and a 
few who worked occasionally for timber-getters and other employers, the economy of the 
Islanders was based on the resources of the land.  The major component of their social 
organisation was a patrilineal-based band system of local “country” or territory owners 
and dwellers.  As Hart, Pilling and Goodale have shown, customary rituals formed part of 
the Tiwi diary, while traditional artifacts were regularly produced.  The population of the 
islands was a single cultural and linguistic entity, and the Tiwi did not have to share the 
mission station with other Indigenous language groups, as occurred elsewhere.  This 
avoided inter-group friction that occurred in multi-lingual communities from time to time.  
Their distinct culture and language made the Islanders unique in Indigenous Australia.  
Moreover, the Tiwi belief in their being “the people” established their identity which they 
were to carry to the mainland and beyond in the future.  Given these factors and their 
history of hostility towards outsiders in the past, the Tiwi would appear to be capable of 
confronting the influences of western society and the effects of such influences often 
suffered by a “colonised” people.  In this respect, the Tiwi were better placed than many 
other Indigenous groups.  
 
While the writings of Bishop Gsell, as the principal European in the islands in the early 
period of permanent inter-cultural contact, offer a background to the Tiwi in that era, 
contemporary and later academic researchers present the wider picture of a changing Tiwi 
society and some of the factors contributing to those changes.  Spencer established the 
state of Tiwi culture in the early years of the second decade of the twentieth century.  But 
it was Hart, Pilling and Goodale who provided a picture of the transformations and 
adaptations that took place in the Islanders’ lifestyle and customs between 1928 and the 
1980s.  Mountford illustrated the state of Tiwi art and ritual in the early post World War 
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Two period.  Other researchers investigated non-ethnographic aspects of Tiwi society.  
Krastins offered an overview of the history of the Tiwi until 1942, while Tatz delved into 
the administration of Native Affairs/Welfare in the Northern Territory, including the Tiwi, 
in the eras of protection and assimilation.  Crawford studied the operation of the mission 
at Nguiu, followed by Cook who researched the economy of the Nguiu community in the 
first two decades of self-management.  Although the writings of these investigators 
present only a partial portrait of the various levels and degrees of assimilation Tiwi 
society has undergone, they do point to the directions to be taken in studying the wider 
picture of that society.  While the Tiwi were able to choose aspects of the western lifestyle 
to adapt into their own community, the demands of local political, management and 
economic structures brought levels of enforced assimilation into their culture.  By the end 
of the twentieth century, the circumstances of the Islanders stood in strong contrast to 
those of 1919.   
 
Although social cohesion remained very strong, the people now lived a sedentary 
existence in a small number of western style communities. The Tiwi thus became, to an 
extent, urban dwellers like most European Australians and various other Indigenous 
communities.  The islands’ towns were managed in a European fashion, replacing the 
traditional decision making of the elders.  The matrilineal-based totemic clan system had, 
to a large extent, replaced the importance of the band organisation.  The level of 
accommodation to a western lifestyle evident among the Tiwi in the last decade of the 
twentieth century was enormous, socially, politically, economically and culturally.  This 
does not mean that the pride in the Tiwi identity was relinquished in any way.   
 
The islands were now legally the possession of the Tiwi, but were managed by 
representatives of the people using an imposed but successful system.  Emphasising their 
uniqueness and distinctiveness, the Tiwi gained the political right to operate their own 
land council.  Furthermore, their distinctiveness led to an application for an independent 
regional assembly in the islands.  While for legislative reasons, this was not legally 
possible, a regional local government authority was established over the islands.  Their 
cultural distinctiveness was emphasised by creation of the Tiwi flag. 
    
From the early years of the twentieth century the Tiwi had accepted what they wanted 
from western society and rejected what they did not want.  Initially, cultural modification 
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occurred cautiously.  World War Two can be seen as a turning point in a gradual but 
progressive taking on of aspects of western society.  Their desire for European 
materialism increased rapidly.  From the 1960s, the artistic and cultural achievements of 
the Tiwi were also agents of change through the artists and performers receiving greater 
exposure to the outside world.  Local tourism, periods of residence in Darwin, interstate 
secondary and tertiary education, and international travel offered a better understanding 
of western and indigenous societies.  The receipt of full social security benefits and wages 
by Islanders added to the surge of change, as the people became part of the economic 
market of the western economy. 
 
In political terms the Islanders were transformed also.  In the earlier era of protection and 
assimilation, although subjected to mission and government controls, they had continued 
to acknowledge the traditional authority of the elders and, as far as the presence of 
government officials and missionaries permitted, their customary laws.  The 
establishment of Native Councils and the granting of the franchise in 1962 offered the 
Tiwi an exposure to the role and purpose of parliamentary government.  Against the 
background of the 1967 referendum and widening public and political calls for a better 
deal for Aborigines and Islanders, the Tiwi gained an understanding of local government 
operations.   
 
The introduction of economic ventures, self-determination and self-management in the 
1970s ensured further movements towards a western lifestyle.   The expectation for the 
Tiwi to conform with government regulations and demands of private enterprise and the 
wider society meant, among other things, that many more demands were placed on the 
Tiwi than had occurred in the days of the mission and settlement communities.  In the 
face of economic demands, the people retained, to a large degree, customary practices 
that were counter to western business methods and work place performances. 
 
Within twenty years, under the policies of the Fraser and successive governments, the 
introduction of a European style local government and land management dealt a “death 
blow” to most of the remaining powers of the old people.  In the main, younger, more 
literate Tiwi managed the land and the communities, although some middle-aged people 
played important roles in the imposed political situation.  The Islanders accepted the new 
form of local control and the associated enterprises and services and the presence of many 
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Europeans who were necessary to meet the requirements of the new cosmos the Tiwi 
found themselves in.  Financially and materially, self-management brought to the Tiwi 
some of the benefits deemed to be essential in western society.  In various ways, the Tiwi 
have met the challenge of self-management.  
 
Despite their strong link with the land and their firm feeling and display of identity, the 
Tiwi, like other remote Indigenous communities, felt the impact of changing government 
attitudes in the field of Aboriginal affairs since the mid-1960s.  The introduction of the 
range of policies aimed at improving the circumstances of Aborigines and Islanders had 
unforeseen and unfortunate consequences as well as good results for Indigenous people, 
including the Tiwi.  The revoking of wardship led to alcohol-related community 
incidents.  The conversion of missions and settlements into towns resulted in a movement 
of relatively large numbers of European employees, consultants, advisers and 
professionals into the new communities.  Apart from the benefits it brought, the new 
lifestyle cannot be said to be fully successful, leaving the Tiwi vulnerable to a number of 
the problems of western society.  The health situation, while improving, still has areas of 
serious concern.  Suicides have occurred among the younger people, while the social 
illnesses of violence, drugs, unemployment and welfare dependence, have raised their 
heads, despite efforts to overcome these.  The Tiwi Land Council and other bodies have 
been, and are, working to combat these problems. 
 
Older Tiwi realise that there are good and bad points in the history of their contact with 
the mission and the government stations.  Across Australia, many Aborigines and 
Islanders, including the Tiwi, were attracted to missions and settlements through a desire 
for European food and other goods.  Bathurst Island Mission, while aiming to bring 
“civilisation” to the Tiwi, strove to offer protection to its residents, that is protection from 
inferior elements of western society.  At the same time, the very presence of the mission 
station on Bathurst Island and, later, the settlements on Melville Island were factors in the 
level of cultural and social change that has taken place among the Tiwi.  The provision of 
European food brought not only unhealthy effects of dietary change but also diminishing 
use of the natural resources of the islands and the decline of a meaningful traditional 
activity.  Mission policy, such as the encouragement of non-traditional marriages, western 
education and later the tribal council, may have contributed to the change in the gender 
and age balance of power in Tiwi society.  When spoken to, older Tiwi who experienced 
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life under the policies and practices of the Church and the Northern Territory 
Administration nevertheless indicated a fondness for those days.  Verbal disputes with 
mission and government staff were a rare occurrence.  Customary culture, while it had 
deteriorated to some degree, was stronger then, as elders have pointed out.  As for an 
attitude towards policies, from the author’s experience, it is very doubtful whether the 
Tiwi understood these to any appreciable level until the mid 1960s at the earliest. 
 
Looking at the past in general, a strong feeling about incidents in the history of inter-
cultural contact remains among the older Tiwi.  It would appear, however, that local oral 
history no longer recalls many incidents concerning Islanders themselves.  Among 
younger Tiwi the sense of local history has declined dramatically, a concern which the 
Tiwi Land Council and the Nguiu literature centre have been striving to rectify.  
 
Elders and women in the community indicated concern for the problems thrown up since 
self-management was introduced.  These include the effects of excessive drinking, the 
consumption of drugs, the suicides among younger people, and the change in decision-
making authority.  The establishment of the Tiwi Health Board and the Tiwi Training and 
Employment Board demonstrated an awareness of illnesses and diseases and the lack of 
employment opportunities affecting the Islanders. 
 
Cultural substitution in the Tiwi Islands has been a consequence of partial absorption into 
the outside world.  Even at Milikapiti, which had been a bastion of tradition, a degree of 
cultural transformation took place.  Across the islands, the marriage system was replaced 
to a large extent, while some art forms were westernised. The Kulama and Pukumani 
rituals were held to be essential to the Tiwi, yet by the late 1990s, a rapidly decreasing 
number of elders were performing the increase ritual.  The unique mortuary rituals while 
still practised, were noticeably modified when compared with those of the 1960s.  
Assistance from the Land Council and participation of council members ensures the 
continuation of the Kulama and the Pukumani.   
 
Other facets of the cultural complex of the Tiwi resisted the tendency towards cultural 
absorption to a large degree.  Use of the language was reinforced.  Various customary 
beliefs, such as adoptions, kinship, and debates and suspicions about unexplained deaths, 
continue to be strong points in the culture.  While the annual bush holiday became an 
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event of lesser importance, a level of opposition remained to the use of natural resources 
for economic gain.  Thus, the maintenance/adaptation of core cultural customs has helped 
to ensure the identity of the Tiwi as a culturally unique people.   
 
Two other factors that persisted in binding the Tiwi together, avoiding social dislocation 
in the face of change, were their presence on their own land and their feeling of 
uniqueness and distinctiveness, as demonstrated in their art.  This unity was required as 
the Tiwi, no longer sheltered from political and economic decision-making and 
responsibility by well-meaning but paternalistic government officers and missionaries, 
were absorbed, to a large degree, into the political, cultural, social and economic world of 
western society.   
 
Part of that strength of identity rests in the firm relationship the Tiwi possess with their 
islands, of which they are strongly protective.  They have always seen the islands as their 
own by right, even when it was legally Crown land.  Today the focus on that land has, to 
some degree, been amended by the social and economic circumstances the Tiwi now find 
themselves in.  Customary hunting and gathering have largely given way to western 
business ventures such as forestry, fish farming and tourism.  With a few exceptions, 
social and economic adaptation, however, has not affected the historic and spiritual 
association that binds the people to the land.  The spiritual and historical sites are 
protected by law.  Moreover, the ties to the land are continually expressed in the art, 
songs, dances and writings of the Tiwi.  The belief in identity is thus maintained.  At the 
same time, a gradual decline occurred in church attendance, although to some extent, the 
churches and services were indigenised.  Nevertheless, on the whole, the Tiwi see 
themselves as Christian and Catholic, holding western religious beliefs.    
 
This ethnohistory has looked beyond the social cohesion of the Islanders to the major 
causes of the aspects of assimilation experienced by them since 1919.  A significant 
aspect of this thesis has been the level of communication with other forces the Tiwi have 
been subjected to, leading to a modification of their customary lifestyle.  The causes of 
this amazing transformation were many: the influence of mission and settlement, military 
contact and/or control in World War Two, an ever-widening exposure to European and 
Asian societies, a desire for western goods, an improving non-Indigenous education 
system, exposure to government policy, regulations and western law, the demands of 
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mainstream Australian enterprise, and the effects of the recognition of the Tiwi as artists, 
dancers and sportsmen. 
 
It has been argued that in spite of the cultural strengths of the Islanders, assimilation 
continued, and continues, among the Tiwi thirty years after the official policy was 
politically discontinued.  The introduction of local government and economic enterprises, 
of housing associations, the land council, accounting and auditing requirements and 
applications to government for various types of community and artistic funding, while all 
essential to the well-being of the Tiwi in present times, nevertheless have, to a sizeable 
degree, made the island community a clone of a western town.  The customary decision-
making processes and the traditional economy in the islands were superseded.  If the 
experience of the Tiwi is any guide, Patrick Wolfe’s theory of continuing assimilation in 
Indigenous society is shown to be borne out.  Thought must therefore be given to the 
comments about independence in the Tiwi Islands.  The Land Council must be given 
credit for its efforts to establish economic independence in the islands, although if it is to 
be achieved, it will understandably require some years.  As for a suggestion of future 
political independence, which could possibly be an echo of proposals in the Torres Strait 
in the late twentieth century, given the small population this may not be feasible.   
 
The Tiwi flag symbolises not only remembrance of the people’s past and their culture but 
also links with the Northern Territory and other Indigenous groups.  Going beyond those 
feelings observation of the Tiwi over some years would suggest that, although the 
Islanders recognise that they are Australians, they see themselves as Tiwi first of all.  
Historically, however, they proved their loyalty to Australia during World War Two. 
 
Given the weight placed on the return of land to Indigenous communities and the 
maintenance of surviving languages as relevant to the improvement of the conditions of 
Aborigines and Islanders, the findings from this history have important policy 
ramifications.  For instance, are land rights a necessary but insufficient feature for the 
survival of Indigenous communities?  Experience shows that while they are essential they 
are insufficient. 
 
Again, keeping in mind that a major position of Aboriginal development agencies today is 
that of funding self-management programmes, what has been the role and what have been 
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the practical implications of State, Territory and Federal policies on Aboriginal and 
Islander communities?  It is acknowledged that the effect of policies on urban Indigenous 
people has, in many respects, been different to those concerning remote groups.  
Nevertheless, given that in a broad sense, the aims of governments in Aboriginal and 
Islander policy have been similar across Australia, the exploration of how policies and 
practices have impacted on the Tiwi since 1919 will, to a large extent, reflect the situation 
in a number of other remote communities.    
 
Although the Tiwi maintain their feeling of uniqueness and separateness, in truth they 
have travelled down the path towards absorption into western society.   Their identity, 
however, has ensured that a degree of socio-cultural adaptation has occurred rather than 
total absorption.   With a few reservations, understandable in a “colonisation” to self-
managing situation, the Tiwi have achieved many of the high hopes the missionaries held 
for them in 1918.  
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Passed on Peter Australia in Darwin”. 
NAA: A452, 1964/574, “Request by John Morris of Bathurst Island Mission, for access to 
departmental records”.  
NAA A452/54, 1966/6512, “Aborigines Employed by the Royal Australian Navy during 
1939-1945 War”. 
NAA: A518, G852/7/4 part 1, “N.T. - Administration Branch - Organization”. 
NAA: A518/1, M852/7/4 part 1, “Report by the Minister for the Interior (Hon. H.V. 
Johnson, M.P.) on his Visit to the Northern Territory and the North of Western 
Australia, October and November, 1945”. 
NAA: A659/1, 39/1/7917, “Trafficking of Lubra, Bathurst and Melville Island (sic)” 
NAA: A659/1, 1941/1/991, “Proposed lease of Melville Island to a chartered company”. 
NAA: A659, 42/1/3043, “Co-operation between Aboriginals and Whites in event of 
Enemy Invasion”,  
NAA: A659/1, 1945/1/5816, “Native Affairs Branch Funds for Finance Year 1945-46” 
NAA: A705, 7/1/657, “Bathurst Island Advanced Operational Base NT - Aerodrome 
Works”. 
NAA: A1640, 1910/570, “Bathurst Island to be reserved for Aboriginal purposes”. 
NAA: A1928, 715/20, “NT Control of Opium”. 
NAA: 5954/69, 460/13, “Evacuation of Aborigines”. 
NAA: A6769, Gribble, John. 
NAA: A11093, 686/23E, “Forward Fighter Aerodromes NorthWest Australia – Melville 
Island”.  
Darwin: 
NAA: E72/2, DL1142, “Deputy Crown Solicitor.  Names: Laurence, Wilfred, Melon.”  
NAA: F1, 1933/59, “Coast Watching Organization N.T.”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1939/503, “Arrest of Luggers D28, D44, and D45 ...”. 
NAA: F1, 1940/174, “Sale of Opium to Aboriginals”. 
NAA: F1, 1940/246, “Official Correspondence Bathurst Island Mission”. 
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NAA: F1/0, 1940/792, “Resumption of Melville Island Leases for Aboriginal Reserve”. 
NAA: F1, 1944/275, “Patrol Officer W.E. Harney Patrols and Reports”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1949/114, “Native Settlement - Snake Bay”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1949/332, “Roman Catholic Mission Bathurst Island”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1949/761, “Snake Bay, Melville Island, Timber Project”.  
NAA: F1/0, 1949/4631, “Snake Bay, Melville Island, Timber Project”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1950/413, “NTA – Proposed Leprosarium Melville Island”. 
NAA: A431, 1950/597, “Citizen Rights for Aborigines – Northern Territory”.  
NAA: F1/0, 1950/413, “NTA - Proposed Leprosarium Melville Island”.  
NAA: F1/0, 1952/472, “Northern Standard - Press Attacks on NAB also Reports in 
Southern Papers”.  
NAA: F1/0, 52/473, “Canteen Snake Bay”.  
NAA: F1, 1952/533 Part 1, “Snake Bay Settlement Policy and Development” 
NAA: F1/0, 1953/345, “Snake Bay, Melville Island, Timber Project”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1954/65, “Roman Catholic Mission – Bathurst Island”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1956/2008 (Part 2), “Snake Bay Settlement General Correspondence”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1962/1051, “Bathurst Island (Roman Catholic) Mission Policy and 
Development”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1963/393, “Application for Revocation of Declaration to be a Ward – Harry 
One (Tiwi)”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1964/608, “Review Inspection Report Bathurst Island Mission”. 
NAA: F1/0, 1965/2080, “Cockle Point Settlement, Melville Island”.  
Melbourne: 
NAA: MP151/1, 412/201/77, “Launch ‘Amity’ - Supply of Armament Stores”. 
NAA: MP15/1, 533/201/368, “Japanese Mines Washed Ashore on Melville Island”. 
NAA: MP551, 42/70/1024, “Co-operation Between Aborigines and Whites to Combat 
Possible Liaison with Japanese Landed in Remote Parts of Australia”. 
NAA: MP1049/5, 1885/2/256, “Aboriginal Labour for Defence Purposes at Darwin”. 
NAA: MP1049/5, 2026/8/712, “Don Isidro - Salvage” 
NAA: MP1049/7, 712/205/621, “Employment of Natives by R.A.N. – Darwin”. 
NAA: MP1381/1, 603/246/6954, “Launch Amity”. 
NAA: NTAC1980/111, NN, Jack Murray’s diary and papers. 
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(2) Northern Territory Archives Service 
 
Commissioner of Police, F77, Correspondence files, annual single number series 1935- 
1959. 
Northern Territory Police Day Journals 1933-1978, Vol. 1, (Darwin Police Station 
Journal, 1/3/1933 –13/10/1933). 
NTRS226, Box 18, Item TS308, transcript of interview with Brother John Pye, 20/5/1981. 
NTRS226, Box 5, Item TS82, transcript of interview of Creed Lovegrove, ex Director of 
Aboriginal Affairs, N.T., by Ann McGrath, 25/10/1982. 
NTRS226, Item TS115, transcript of interview of John Burton by Terry Keogh, 
13/1/1983.  
NTRS226, Box 44, TS631, transcript of Laurence Coffey interviewed by Francis Good, 
August, 1991.  
NTRS 226, Box 52, T5161, Brother Ed. Bennett interviewed, 23/4/1993. 
NTRS226, Oral history interview TS 13, interview with ex-Constable G.R., Birt, n.d. 
NTRS 226, Oral History interview TS 532, interview with Val McGinness, n.d. 
NTRS 281, Location No. 172/1/2, Dr. C.E. (Mick) Cook file, n.d. 
RC360McL. V.2, W.J. McLaren, The Northern Territory and its Police Forces 1969 – 
1978, unpublished manuscript, n.d. 
 
(3) Nguiu Mission Archives. 
(Examples of the many documents perused) 
 
Bathurst Island Mission Annual Report, 1963-1964. 
Bathurst Island Report, 1976. 
Catholic Mission Bathurst Island, Annual Report 1964 –1965. 
Court transcript, “In the Supreme Court of the Northern Territory of Australia – Supreme 
Court Case No. 104 of 1974”, Transcript of Proceedings. 
Happenings at Nguiu, Bathurst Island, for the Month of April 1976. 
IBM Australia Limited / Bathurst Island Mission. Councillor Training, 1975. 
Minutes of Nguiu Town Council Meeting: 14th February 1974.  
Nguiu Community Government Council, Notes from the Council, 23 October 1995. 
Nguiu Community Government Council, Notes from the Council, August 1996. 
Nguiu Community Government Council, Notes from the Council, September 1996. 
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(4) South Australian State Records 
 
Office of the Minister for Education, South Australia, No. 346, 1882, E.O. Robinson to 
Government Resident of the Northern Territory, 12/2/1882 and 30/3/1882 
 
(5) Other Collections 
 
Chinnery Papers (National Library of Australia). 
Morris Papers. 
Royal Anthropological Institute Council Minutes, (RAI, London). 
Snake Bay (Milikapiti) Settlement Papers 1954 –1980 (Australian Institute of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies). 
Spencer, W.B, Papers (Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford) 
 
Other Sources 
 
(1) Media 
 
Newspapers 
(Where author of item is not identified) 
 
Advertiser, Adelaide 1923, 1929, 1933 – 1939, 1965 
Age 1933, 1942, 1974, 1986, 1992 
Argus 1933, 1935, 1938 
Courier, Ballarat 1990, 1991, 1993 
Courier-Mail 1983, 1987 
Daily Express 1934 
Daily Mirror 1980 
Daily Telegraph 1936 
Evening News 1929 
Herald, Melbourne 1933, 1934, 1936, 1937, 1939, 1946, 1947, 1959, 
1965, 1976 
Koori Mail  1992 
Land Rights News  1978, 1989 
Labour Daily 1935 
Morning Post 1934 
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North Queensland Register 1960 
Northern Standard 1934, 1936, 1938, 1939,1949, 1950, 1951 
Northern Territory News 1952 -1954, 1956, 1958, 1960, 1962, 1964, 1970 - 
1975, 1978, 1983, 2000 
South Australian Register 1911, 1919 
Sunday Telegraph 1987 
Sydney Morning Herald 1934, 1935, 1937 
Sun, Melbourne 1960, 1983 
Times 1936 
Truth, Sydney 1934 
Weekend Australian 2000 
West Australian  1938 
 
Periodicals 
(Where author of item is not identified) 
 
Aborigines’ Protector January 1939  
Anti-Slavery Reporter and Aborigines’ Friend October 1940, January 1941 
Australasian Post 1987 
Breakthrough 1985 
Millions October 1938 
Natsip January 1988 
Nelen Yubu Newsletter November 1978. 
Notes from the Didjeridu  November/December 2000. 
On Aboriginal Affairs May-August1963, July-
August 1964, March 1967  
Parade 1966 
The Pilgrimage 1986   
 
Tiwi Periodicals 
 
Nginingawula Pikaringini Ngini Ngawa 
Ngapangiraga 
August 1992, June 1993 
Ngirramini Ngini Tiwi 25 June 2000 
Nguiu News  November 1997  
Tiwin April 1963 
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Tiwi Land Council Publications 
 
Tiwi Islands, n.d. (c. 1999) 
Tiwi Business Pirntubula Pty Ltd., 1986. 
Tiwi Land Council Tenth Annual Report 1988/89, 1989. 
Tiwi Land Council Eleventh Annual Report 1989/90, 1990. 
Tiwi Land Council Twelfth Annual Report 1990/91, 1991. 
Tiwi Land Council Thirteenth Annual Report 1991/92, 1992. 
Tiwi Land Council Fourteenth Annual Report 1992/93, 1993. 
Tiwi Land Council Sixteenth Annual Report 1994/95, 1995. 
Tiwi Land Council Eighteenth Annual Report 1996/97, 1997. 
Tiwi Land Council Nineteenth Annual Report 1997/98, 1998. 
Tiwi Land Council Twenty First Annual Report 1999/2000, 2000. 
Tiwi Land Council Twenty Second Annual Report 2000/2001, 2001. 
Tiwi Plants and Animals, (Parks and Wildlife Commission of the Northern Territory and 
the Tiwi Land Council), 2001. 
 
Radio 
 
ABC News 26/8/1960, 14/11/1963, 16/11/1963, 13/5/1965, 
25/5/1965, 4/11/1989 
AM, ABC 13/8/1999 
Health Dimensions, Radio National 21/5/2002 
Newsvoice, 3WV, ABC 6/9/1985 
Notes on the News, ABC 6/7/1960 
 
Television/Videos 
 
ABC TV News, Darwin  20/6/2000 
Change of School Name Ceremony, Nguiu (home video) 1991 
Man on the Rim, Thorne, Alan, ABC TV 8/6/1989 
One People Sing Freedom, ABC TV 7/6/1988 
Pilot Guides, ABC TV 2/6/2002 
State of Shock, ABC TV 1989 
The Coolbaroo Club, ABC TV 22/2/1998 
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“The Tiwi Islands”, Kam Yan series, ABC TV 1996 
 
Electronic Website Items 
 
“Eddie Puruntatameri. Commemorative Exhibition”, the art work of the Tiwi Islands, 
undated, http://www.tiwiart.com/munupi/centre/history/mun_hist2.htm, n.d. 
“History made on Tiwi Islands”.  News – Australia’s Northern Territory, 10/7/2001; 
http:/www.nt.gov.au/ntg/news20010710_tiwi.shtml 
Legislation. Principal Act: Local Government Act.  Assembly: Ninth.  Second Reading 
Speech. http:/notes.nt.gov.au/dcm/legisl…28bc?OpenDocument&Expand 
Section=3; Created by Annie Ellis. Updated 26/10/2001 
Local Government Focus, Infrastructure program at Nguiu, March 1997, http://www.loc-
gov-focus.aus.net/1997/march/nguiu.htm, n.d.
Murrupurtiyanuwu Catholic School, http://www.photoz.com.au/~murrupur/mcs.html 
Nginingawila Literature Production Centre, 
http://www.photoz.com.au/~murrupur/mcs.html, n.d 
“Nguiu Drug Seizure”, Northern Territory Police Media Release, 3/5/2000, 
http://www.nt.gov.au/pfes/service…/20020503_Nguiu_drug_seizure.html 
Pirlangimpi Police Station, 
            http://www.nt.gov.au/pfes/police/stations/profiles/pirlangimpi.html, 1999, last 
updated 15/8/2000. 
 
(2) Unpublished Material 
 
(A) Theses 
 
Blaskett, B.A., The Development of Mission Policy for Aborigines With Particular 
Reference To The Education Policy Of The Roman Catholic Missions, MEd. 
Thesis, La Trobe University, July 1983.  
Cook, John S., Culture, Control and Accountability in Community Enterprises Among the 
Tiwi, Thesis submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the Degree of 
Master of Business, Northern Territory University, July 1994.  
Crawford, Sue, Spears to Crosses: An Anthropological Analysis of the Social Systems of 
Missionaries in Northern Australia, BA (Hons.) Thesis, Australian National 
University, 1978. 
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Grau, Andree, Dreaming, Dancing, Kinship: The Study of the Yoi, the Dance of the Tiwi 
of Melville and Bathurst Islands, North Australia, PhD Thesis, Queen’s 
University, Belfast, 1983.  
Harrison, Lindsey, Diet and Nutrition in a Tiwi Community, PhD Thesis, Australian 
National University, April 1986. 
Krastins, Vera, The Tiwi. A Cultural Contact History of the Australian Aborigines on 
Bathurst and Melville Islands 1705-1942, BA (Hons) thesis, Australian National 
University, 1972. 
Macknight, C.C., Macassans and Aborigines in the Northern Territory, unpublished 
preliminary version of section of PhD thesis, Australian National University, 
1968. 
Mobbs, Robyn, Fertility Controls Elemental to Human Populations Focussing on 
Aboriginal Australia.  A Study in Medical Anthropology, BA (Hons.) thesis, 
University of Queensland, June 1979. 
Morris, John, The Tiwi: From Isolation to Cultural Change, MA Thesis, University of  
Ballarat, 1999.  
Pilling, A.R., Law and Feud in an Aboriginal Society of North Australia, PhD 
dissertation, University of California, 1957. 
Tatz, Colin M., Aboriginal Administration in the Northern Territory, PhD thesis, 
Australian National University, 1964. 
West, M.K.C., Art for Money’s Sake: The Art and Craft Enterprises on Bathurst Island, 
MA thesis, Australian National University, December 1988. 
Woodley, Peter, The Best Laid Plans, Government Policy Concerning Aborigines in the 
Top End of the Northern Territory, 1911-1927, Bachelor of Letters thesis, 
Australian National University, July 1982. 
 
(B) Catholic Church, Nguiu, Records 
 
Catholic Church, Nguiu, Baptismal Register.  
Catholic Church, Nguiu, Marriage Register. 
Catholic Church, Nguiu, Death Register.  
 
 
 
 387
(C) Manuscripts 
 
Abbott, Hilda, Good night, All-about, unpublished manuscript, n.d. 
Annual Report of the Director of Native Affairs 1/7/1940 (draft). 
Anonymous, undated MS on Nguiu (Father Greg Abbott?). 
Gribble, John, Proposals for Government Settlement on Melville Island, typescript, 
Native Affairs Branch, n.d.(c. 1941). 
Gsell, F.X., My 50 Years of Mission Life, n.d. (Also under Primary Sources) 
 
(D) Other Unpublished Material 
 
Australian Broadcasting Commission Correspondent’s Reports. 
Annual Report To The Government of Bathurst Island Mission, Jan. 1933 to Jan. 1934. 
Annual Report of Bathurst Island Mission (1933-34). 
Changes in the Laws in the Northern Territory, Northern Territory Administration, 
roneoed, 1964. 
Commonwealth of Australia. Findings of Board of Enquiry Concerning the Killing of  
Natives in Central Australia by Police Parties and others and Concerning Other  
Matters, 18/1/1929. 
Cosgrove, Father John, Housing on Bathurst Island from 1911 to 1960, typescript, 1960. 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs Media Release, No. 20/75, 11/8/1975. 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs, Ministerial Brief, Garden Point, March 1978. 
Evans, Ted, Diary, 1946. 
Heaney, Marie V., Reminiscences of Bathurst Island in the 1960’s (Nguiu), handwritten 
notes, n.d.; accompanying letter dated 28/1/1997, in Australian Institute of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. 
Howie-Willis, Ian, The Grand Final, Bathurst Island, March 2000, typescript, 2000. 
Jilimara Business Plan, Milikapiti, n.d. (c.1998). 
Matthias Ulungura, The Story of the Capture of the First Japanese Prisoner of War on 
Australian Soil by Matthias, Bathurst Islander, as told by himself to Rev. Bro. R.J. 
Pye (Captured in February, 1942), n.d., typescript.   
Minutes of 45th Bathurst/Melville Islands Conference Held at Pickertaramoor on  
1st November 1973. 
Minutes of Bathurst/Melville Islands Conference17/1/1974 
Morris, John, Diary, 1960.  
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Morris, John, A Survey of the Use of Surnames as Pertaining to the Indigenous People of 
Bathurst and Melville Islands, typescript, Nguiu, 1964. 
Nguiu Village Council Minutes, 1961-1965. 
Nguiu Shire Council Annual Report 1978/79. 
Select Committee on Voting Rights of Aboriginals, Evidence given to the Committee at 
Nguiu, Commonwealth Government, 30/7/1961 (typescript). 
Shimpo, Mitsuri, Communications Process Between the Northern Territory Government  
and Aboriginals, Antagonistic Co-operation, Darwin, N.T., January 1985.  
Welfare Circular Memo 59 of 1972/73, Welfare Division, N.T.A., 14/12/1972. 
Wilson, Winifred, Dietary Survey of Aboriginals in the Northern Territory, 
Commonwealth Department of Health, n.d. (c. 1951). 
University of Ballarat, Draft Protocols and Processes for curriculum development and 
research in relation to Indigenous Australians, 1999. 
 
Tiwi Informants 
 
Apautimi Emery Pupangamirri, John Baptist (Ronnie) 
Babui, Esther Puruntatameri, Barry 
Croker, Albert Kulappaku Puruntatameri, James 
Fernando, Isadore Puruntatameri, Joan 
Hocking, Don Tipiamutta Puruntatameri, Josie (nee Tipungwuti) 
Illortaminni, Gibson Farmer Puruntatameri, Justin 
Jimilandumi, Bob Rioli, Cyril 
Kantilla, Alexander Timaepatua, Dominic 
Kerinaiua, Alan Timaepatua, Grace 
Kerinaiua, Bismark Tipakalippa, Charlie One 
Kerinaiua, Cardo (Kartu) Tipuamantumirri, Bricklayer 
Kerinaiua, Eileen Tipuamantumirri, Gemma 
Kerinaiua, Jerry Tipungwuti, Matthew 
Kerinaiua, July Tipungwuti, Michael 
McCormick, Rosie Mantituianu Tipuamantumirri, Stephen 
Mungatopi, Jeffrey Tipurui, Elaine 
Moreen, Mary Elizabeth Tipurui, John Bernard 
Munkara, Benedict Tungutalum, Hyacinth 
Munkara, Louis Ulungura, Cyprian 
Palipuaminni, Nora Ulungura, Matthias 
Piantiringilla, Topsy Warlapiinni, Mickey Geranium 
Porkilari, Marie Celine Warlapiinni, Rita Kirridaudimo 
Porkilari, Paddy Stockwhip Wundjitta, Dan Daniels 
Puantulura, Aloysius Wundjitta, Max Daniels 
Pupajua, Alan  
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Non-Tiwi Informants 
 
Brennan, Father Tim Quigley, Kevin 
Cooper, Don Quinn, Brother Frank 
Evans, Ted Spence Geoff 
Henschke, Father William Weardon, Father Leo 
Hicks, John Williams, Ral 
Liddy, John Wilson, Alf 
Moreen, Ginger  
 
Books, Articles and Brochures 
 
Primary Sources 
 
Basedow, H., “Notes on the Natives of Bathurst Island, North Australia”.  In Journal of 
the Royal Anthropology Institute of Great Britain and Island, Vol. 43, 1913,  
pp. 291-323. 
Earl, G.S.W., The Native Tribes of the Indian Archipelago: Papuans, London: Hippolyte 
Balliere, 1853. 
Earl, G.S.W., Enterprise, Discoveries and Adventures in Australia, London: Madden and 
Malcolm, n.d. (1856). 
Foelsche, Paul, “Notes on the Aborigines of North Australia”.  Transactions of the Royal 
Society of South Australia, Vol. v, 1882, pp. 1-18. 
Gsell, F.X., The Bishop with 150 Wives: Fifty Years as a Missionary, Sydney: Angus and 
Robertson, 1956. 
Gsell, F.X., My 50 Years of Mission Life, unpublished MS., n.d. 
Gsell, (Monsignor) F.X., letter to The Aborigines’ Protector, Vol. 1, No. 4, June 1937,  
pp. 9-10. 
King, P.P., Narrative of a Survey of the Intertropical and West Coasts of Australia 
Performed Between the Years 1818 to 1822, (2 Vols.), London: Murray, 1827. 
Klaatsch, H., “Some Notes on Scientific Travel Amongst the Black Population of 
Tropical Australia in 1904-05-06”. In Australasian Association for the 
Advancement of Science, Adelaide, Report, X1, (1907), pp. 584 – 591. 
Roe, J.S., Letter, J.S. Roe to James Roe, H.M. Ship Tamar - at Sea - Lat 16°S long 113°E, 
29 November 1824. 
Spencer, W.B., Native Tribes of the Northern Territory of Australia, London: Macmillan 
and Co., 1914.  
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Spencer, W.B., Wanderings in Wild Australia, London: Macmillan, 1928, Vol. 2. 
 
Secondary Sources 
 
Abbott, C.L.A., Australia’s Frontier Province, Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1950. 
Abercrombie, N., Hill, S. and Turner, B.S., The Penguin Dictionary of Sociology,  
London: Penguin, 1988.  
Aboriginal and Islander Health Worker Journal, Vol. 25, No. 4, July/August 2001. 
Aboriginal Theatre, programme, 1963. 
Altman, J.C., Aborigines, Tourism and Development: the Northern Territory Experience, 
Darwin: Australian National University North Australia Research Unit, 1988. 
Arthur, W.S. and Taylor, J., “The comparative economic status of Torres Strait Islanders 
in Torres Strait and mainland Australia”.  In Australian Aboriginal Studies, 
1995/number 1, pp. 18-29. 
Arts Council of Australia (N.T. Division) presents an exhibition of Bagot Pottery and 
Bathurst Island Crafts August 10th - 15th, Darwin, 1971. 
Attenborough, David, Quest Under Capricorn, London: Lutterworth Press, 1963. 
Attwood, Bain and Markus, Andrew, “Representation Matters: The 1967 Referendum and 
Citizenship”.  In Peterson, Nicolas and Sanders, Will (eds.), Citizenship and 
Indigenous Australians: Changing Concepts and Possibilities, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998, pp. 118-140.  
Attwood, Bain and Markus, Andrew, The 1967 Referendum, or When Aborigines Didn’t 
Get the Vote, Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1997. 
Austin, Tony, Simply the Survival of the Fittest: Aboriginal Administration in South 
Australia’s Northern Territory 1863-1910, Darwin: Historical Society of the 
Northern Territory, 1992.  
Babui, Esther, History of Bathurst Island People, Nguiu: Nguiu Nginingawila Literature 
Production Centre Inc., 1983. 
Bagot Ceramics Unit, Welfare Division of the N.T.A. leaflet, n.d. (c. 1972). 
Barnes, Kathy, Kiripapurajuwi : Skills of our hands.  Good Craftsmen and Tiwi Art, 
Darwin: Kathy Barnes, 1999. 
Barrett, Charles, Coast of Adventure: Untamed North Australia, Melbourne: Robertson 
and Mullens, 1941.  
Bartlett, Norman, The Pearl Seekers, London: Andrew Melrose, 1954. 
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Barton, J.J., “Educate the Aborigine”.  In Northern Standard, 4/11/1949. 
Beatty, Bill, Next Door to Paradise, Melbourne: Cassell Australia, 1965. 
Beckett, J.T., “The Black Man’s Right to Justice”.  In The Truth, Sydney, 26/8/1934. 
Beckett, Jeremy, “The past in the present; the present in the past: constructing a national 
Aboriginality”.  In Jeremy R. Beckett (Ed.), Past and Present: The construction of 
Aboriginality, Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1988, pp. 191-217. 
Beckett, Jeremy, “Aboriginality, Citizenship and Nation State”.  In Beckett, Jeremy (Ed.), 
Aborigines And The State Of Australia, Journal of Cultural and Social Practice,  
No. 24, December 1988, pp. 3-18. 
Bednall, Colin, “ARNHEM LAND Coast Patrol” (sic).  In Walkabout, Vol. 4, No. 10, 
August 1938, pp. 13-19. 
Bennet, Peter, “Litterbugs Stay Thirsty”.  In Northern Territory News, 7/11/1974. 
Bennett, (Brother) Edward, “Mission 1940-1945”.  In Brogan, Thecla (compiler), The 
Garden Point Mob, Darwin: Historical Society of the Northern Territory, 1990, 
pp. 13-27. 
Berndt, Ronald and Catherine, Arnhem Land: Its History and Its People, Melbourne: F.W.  
Cheshire, 1954.
Berndt, C.H., “The Quest for Identity”.  In Oceania, Vol. 32, No. 1, September 1961,  
pp. 16-33. 
Berndt, Ronald M. and Berndt, Catherine H., “Body and Soul. More than an Episode”.  In 
Swain, Tony and Rose, Deborah Bird (eds.), Aboriginal Australians and Christian 
Missions, Bedford Park: The Australian Association for the Study of Religions at 
the South Australian College of Advanced Education, 1988, pp. 45-59. 
Berndt, Ronald M. and Catherine H., The World of the First Australians. Aboriginal 
Traditional Life: Past and Present, Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 1996.  
Biskup, Peter, not slaves, not citizens (sic), St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 
1973.  
Blackburn, Mr. Justice, Milirrpum v. Nabalco Pty. Ltd., and the Commonwealth of 
Australia (Gove Land Rights Case): A claim by Aborigines that their interests in 
certain land had been invaded unlawfully by the dependants, Sydney: Law Book 
Company, 1971. 
Bonwick, James, The Lost Tasmanian Race, London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, and 
Rivington, 1884. 
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Bowditch, Jim, “Bishop with 150 wives tamed Bathurst Island”.  In Northern Territory 
News, 25/5/1961, p. 6. 
Brady, Maggie, The Prevention of Drug and Alcohol Abuse Among Aboriginal People: 
Resilience and Vulnerability, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Studies Research Discussion Paper No. 2/1995, 1995.  
Brandl, Maria, “Adaptation or Disintegration? Changes in The Kulama Initiation and 
Increase Ritual Of Melville and Bathurst Islands, Northern Territory of Australia”.  
In Anthropological Forum, Vol. 11, No. 4, November 1970, pp. 446-479. 
Brennan, (Father) Tim, “Reports on Local Situations 1978. Bathurst Island”.  In Tracks. 
Nelen Yubu Newletter, Missionary Review 1978, November 1978, pp. 31-32 
Brennan, (Father) Tim, “Bathurst Island”.  In Tracks, Nelen Yubu Newletter, No. 3, 79/2,  
October 1979, pp. 47-50. 
Broome, Richard, Aboriginal Australians: Black Response to White Dominance 1788-
2001, Crows Nest: Allen and Unwin, 2002.  
Campbell, A.H. et al., The Aborigines and Torres Islanders of Queensland (sic), 
Brisbane: Western Suburbs Branch United Nations Association, 1958. 
Campbell, A.H. “Queensland”.  In Murray, William M. et al, The Struggle for Dignity, 
Melbourne: Council for Aboriginal Rights, 1962, pp. 16-26. 
Carmack, Robert M., “Ethnohistory: A Review of its Development, Definitions, Methods, 
And Aims”.  In Annual Review of Anthropology, Vol. 1, 1972, pp. 227-246. 
Cato, Nancy, Mister Maloga: Daniel Matthews and his Maloga Mission, St. Lucia: 
University of Queensland Press, 1976. 
Central Land Council Annual Report 1988-89, Alice Springs, 1989, p.27. 
Ceresa, Maria, “Islanders tell MP of euthanasia fears”.  In The Australian, 7/8/1996,  
pp. 1-2. 
Clark, C.M.H., A History of Australia, Vol. 1: From the earliest times to the age of 
Macquarie, Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1962. 
Clarke, Robyn, “Craft”.  In The Age, 7/10/1982.  
Clune, Frank, To the Isles of Spice with Frank Clune, Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 
1940. 
Cole Keith, The Aborigines of Arnhem Land, Adelaide: Rigby, 1979. 
Cole, Keith, From Mission to Church: The CMS Mission to the Aborigines of Arnhem 
Land 1908-1985, Bendigo: Keith Cole Publications, 1985.  
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Cook, C.E.A., “The Native Problem - Why is it Unsolved?”.  In The Australian 
Quarterly, Vol. 22, No. 4, September 1950, pp. 18-21. 
Coombs, H.C., Decentralisation Trends Among Aboriginal Communities, Address by D. 
H.C. Coombs, Chairman of the Council for Aboriginal Affairs, in His Capacity as 
President of the Anthropology Section of the ANZAAS Congress, Perth, 14th 
August 1973. 
Coombs, H.C., Aborigines and Development in Northern Australia, State Library of the  
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